Instructions
This writing placement course requires that you
· Read the article below.
· Summarize the article.
· Write an essay based on the article.
· Save a copy of your summary and essay (together in one file) so that you can get back to it if there is any problem with your uploaded file.
· Upload and submit a copy of the one file containing both your summary and essay.
First, read the article below. Instructions for writing and submitting your summary and essay follow the article.
____________________________________________________________________
Why it’s hard for adults to learn a second language
Brianna Yamasaki, Washington Monthly, 2016.
 
As a young adult in college, I decided to learn Japanese. My father’s family is from Japan, and I wanted to travel there someday.
However, many of my classmates and I found it difficult to learn a language in adulthood. We struggled to connect new sounds and a dramatically different writing system to the familiar objects around us.
It wasn’t so for everyone. There were some students in our class who were able to acquire the new language much more easily than others.
So, what makes some individuals “good language learners?” And do such individuals have a “second language aptitude?”
What we know about second language aptitude
Past research on second language aptitude has focused on how people perceive sounds in a particular language and on more general cognitive processes such as memory and learning abilities. Most of this work has used paper-and-pencil and computerized tests to determine language-learning abilities and predict future learning.
Researchers have also studied brain activity as a way of measuring linguistic and cognitive abilities. However, much less is known about how brain activity predicts second language learning.
Is there a way to predict the aptitude of second language learning?
In a recently published study, Chantel Prat, associate professor of psychology at the Institute for Learning and Brain Sciences at the University of Washington, and I explored how brain activity recorded at rest – while a person is relaxed with their eyes closed – could predict the rate at which a second language is learned among adults who spoke only one language.
Studying the resting brain
Resting brain activity is thought to reflect the organization of the brain and it has been linked to intelligence, or the general ability used to reason and problem-solve.
We measured brain activity obtained from a “resting state” to predict individual differences in the ability to learn a second language in adulthood.
To do that, we recorded five minutes of eyes-closed resting-state electroencephalography, a method that detects electrical activity in the brain, in young adults. We also collected two hours of paper-and-pencil and computerized tasks.
We then had 19 participants complete eight weeks of French language training using a computer program. This software was developed by the U.S. armed forces with the goal of getting military personnel functionally proficient in a language as quickly as possible.
The software combined reading, listening and speaking practice with game-like virtual reality scenarios. Participants moved through the content in levels organized around different goals, such as being able to communicate with a virtual cab driver by finding out if the driver was available, telling the driver where their bags were and thanking the driver.
Nineteen adult participants (18-31 years of age) completed two 30-minute training sessions per week for a total of 16 sessions. After each training session, we recorded the level that each participant had reached. At the end of the experiment, we used that level information to calculate each individual’s learning rate across the eight-week training.
As expected, there was large variability in the learning rate, with the best learner moving through the program more than twice as quickly as the slowest learner. Our goal was to figure out which (if any) of the measures recorded initially predicted those differences.
A new brain measure for language aptitude
When we correlated our measures with learning rate, we found that patterns of brain activity that have been linked to linguistic processes predicted how easily people could learn a second language.
Patterns of activity over the right side of the brain predicted upwards of 60 percent of the differences in second language learning across individuals. This finding is consistent with previous research showing that the right half of the brain is more frequently used with a second language.
Our results suggest that the majority of the language learning differences between participants could be explained by the way their brain was organized before they even started learning.
Implications for learning a new language
Does this mean that if you, like me, don’t have a “quick second language learning” brain you should forget about learning a second language?
Not quite.
First, it is important to remember that 40 percent of the difference in language learning rate still remains unexplained. Some of this is certainly related to factors like attention and motivation, which are known to be reliable predictors of learning in general, and of second language learning in particular.
Second, we know that people can change their resting-state brain activity. So training may help to shape the brain into a state in which it is more ready to learn. This could be an exciting future research direction.
Second language learning in adulthood is difficult, but the benefits are large for those who, like myself, are motivated by the desire to communicate with others who do not speak their native tongue.
Writing Prompt
[bookmark: _GoBack]Yamasaki explains the challenges of learning something new as an adult. Write an essay of 500-700 words that describes a time when you had to persevere through a challenging learning opportunity. Explain factors that may have contributed to that experience.

Instructions

“This wrtngplacement courss reies that you

+ Read he s elow.

© Summarie the arce.

« Wrke a csay based onthe il

v copy of your summary and esay (tgetbe n one 1) so that
you canget back o i dhers s any problem with you uploaded
e

* Upload and submit  opy of the e ile conaiing b your
Summary andcsay

First e the il blow. Insirctions for wiin and submiting your

Summary and csay Follow th artile.

‘Why it’s hard for adults to learn a

second language
Briana Yamasaki. Washingon Mondly. 201,

As  young adult n collge, T decided t learn Japanese. My
father's famly s from Japan, and I wanted o trave there
someday

However many of my classmates snd 1 ound it diffel o Jearna
Tangaage n duithood. Wesruggledto connect nev sounds and a
dramatcaly diferent writin systm to the familarabjects
around e

1 wasn't o foreveryone. There were some students in ou class
o were able o acquire the new langange much more caiy than
others.

So, what makes some individuals “good language earers?” And
dosuch ndividuals have a“second language aptitude?”

What we know about second language aptitude
Pastresarch on second langusge aptitude has ocused on how
people perceive sounds n  particuar anguage and on more
eneral cognitive processes uch as memory and leaning abiltie.




