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Abstract: while our focus here has been on language development, it is also important to recognize that early
childhood is also a time of profound emotional, social, physical, and cognitive development. Bilingualism will be
a priority or even a necessity for some families. Other families might choose to focus on other aspects of
development. In some cases, where families are not fluent in a second language, early bilingualism might be
unrealistic. Here, it is important to keep two things in mind: 1) bilingualism is only one way to promote
successful early development, and 2) second language learning is possible at any age. Language—any
language—is a window to the world. It is better for parents to provide plenty of input and interaction in a
language they are comfortable in, than to hold back because they are not fluent or comfortable in the language.
When it comes to raising bilingual children, myths and misunderstandings are common, but facts are hard to
come by.
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MOKHO JIM1 U3YYATH UHOCTPAHHBIE A3bIKHU B JIOOM BO3PACTE?
AOxyBOXUI0B A.A.L, Onnvixonos 0.0.2 (Pecmmy0siuka Y30ekucTaH)

L460y60xudoe A660c6ex A6Oysoxudosuy - Cmydenm,
Kageopa anenuiickoz2o A3bIKA U TUMepaAmypsl, akyibmem UHOCHPAHHBIX A3bIKOS,
Onumdrconog Omaobex OOunoorcon yeau - Cmyoenm,
Kagheopa meopuu u MemoouKu Gpusuyeckotl Kyibmypol, Qaxyivmenm Qu3u4ecKol Kyibmypol,
Anoudicanckuil eocyoapcmeennulil ynusepcumem um. 3.M. babypa,
2. Anouorcan, Pecnybauxa Y3bexucman

Annomauyusn: 6 mo eépemsi Kak Hawile GHUMAHUE ObLIO COCPEOOMOYEHO HA PA3GUMUU SI3bIKA, GAICHO MAKINCE
NPU3HAMb, YMO pPaHHee OemCmEo MAKdice SGIAEmCs 8PeMeHeM 2Iy00K020, IMOYUOHANbHO20, COYUATbHOZO,
Quszuueckoeo u KocHUMUBHO20 pazeumus. /[gyazviuue 6yoem RPUOPUTNEMOM ULU O0adXHCce He0OXO00UMOCbIO O/is
HeKomopbvIx cemeti. [lpyeue cembu MO2ym peuiunv COoCpeoomoyvumsbCs Ha Opyeux dcnekmax pazeumus. B
HEKOMOpbIX CAYYAsIX, KO20ad CeMbU He GlA0elonm 6MOpbIM S3bIKOM, pAHHee O08ys3bluue Modcem Oblmb
HepeanvhbimM. 30ech 8aAXCHO NOMHUMbL O 08yx eewjax: 1) Oeyssviuue Assemcs Jub OOHUM U3 CHOCODO8
COOCUCMBUS YCReUWHOMY DAHHEMY pazeumuto u 2) uzyueHue 6mopoco A3bIKA 603MONCHO 6 06OM go3pacme.
H3bik — 10601 A36IK — 9MO OKHO 6 mup. s podumeneil nyuute obecneuumv OOCMAMOYHBIL 6KIAO U
83aumodelicmsue Ha A3bIKe, Had KOMOPOM UM YOOOHO, HeM COepAHCUBAMBCS, NOTMOMY 4O OHU He 61a0eiom U He
yyecmeyrom cebs kompopmuo 6 szvike. Kocoa deno doxooum 0o eocnumarnusi 08ys3viunblx Oemeti, Muguvl u
HedopasyMeHust pACRPOCMPAHENDbL, HO (Pakmvl mpyoOHO HAMU.

Knrwouesvie cnosa: 3naxomviil, OUIUH2EUIM, CO3PEBAHUE, MYIbMUKYIbMYPHOE, NO2PYIHCEHUE, 6MOPOLL S3bIK.

Many people are familiar with the concept of a “critical period” for language acquisition: the idea that
humans are not capable of mastering a new language after reaching a certain age. Researchers disagree about
whether a critical period exists at all, and they disagree about when this critical period may occur—proposals
range from age 5 to 15 [1]. Disagreement aside, research on bilingualism and second language learning
converges robustly on a simple take-home point: earlier is better. There may not be a sharp turn for the worse at
any point in development, but there is an incremental decline in language learning abilities with age [2].

This point is best understood as an interaction between biological and environmental factors. Researchers
have argued that biological change during the first two decades of life results in a reduced capacity for learning
and retaining the subtleties of language [3]. In other words, our brains may be more receptive to language earlier
in life. But importantly, our environment is also more conducive to language learning earlier in life. In many
cultures and in many families, young children experience a very rich language environment during the frst years
of life. They hear language in attention-grabbing, digestible bundles that are targeted skillfully at their
developmental level [4]. Caregivers typically speak in ways that are neither too simple nor too complex, and
children receive hours and hours of practice with language every day. This high-quality and high-quantity
experience with language—a special feature of how people communicate with young children—often results in



successful language learning. It gives children rich, diverse, and engaging opportunities to learn about the
sounds, syllables, words, phrases, and sentences that comprise their native language. But beyond the frst years of
life, second language learning often happens very diff erently. Older children and adults do not usually have the
same amount of time to devote to language learning, and they do not usually experience the advantage of fun,
constant, one-on-one interaction with native speakers. Instead, they often fnd themselves in a classroom, where
they get a small fraction of the language practice that infants and toddlers get [5]. In classrooms, words are
defned for them and grammar is described to them. Defning and describing can be eff ective, but they are not as
powerful as discovering language from the ground up.

Applied to bilingualism, these maturational and environmental differences between younger and older
learners indicate that it is most advantageous to learn two languages early on in life. Bilinguals who learn two
languages from birth are referred to as simultaneous bilinguals, and those who learn a frst language followed by
a second language—whether as toddlers or as adults—are referred to as sequential bilinguals. The evidence
points to fairly robust advantages for simultaneous bilinguals relative to sequential bilinguals. They tend to have
better accents, more diversifed vocabulary, higher grammatical profciency, and greater skill in real-time
language processing. For example, children and adults who learn Spanish as a second language typically struggle
to master Spanish grammatical gender (e.g., “is it or ?”), while people who learn Spanish and English from
birth show reliable and impressive ease in using grammatical gender [6].

However, parents should not lose hope if they have not exposed their children to each language from birth.
Infants’ brains and learning environments  special and

non-recreatable, but there are many other ways to foster bilingual development. Here we overview two
possibilities. First, some parents (particularly those who can aff ord childcare) choose to hire bilingual nannies or
send children to bilingual preschools, in order to maximize their children’s exposure to another language. This
can certainly result in increased bilingual profciency, but it is essential to provide continued opportunities to
practice language once the child is older. Parental expectations should be quite low if children do not have
opportunities to continue learning and using a language throughout development. However, keep in mind that
bilingual exposure does not necessarily translate to being a bilingual who is able to understand and speak a
language fluently. Researchers generally consider a child to be bilingual if he or she receives at least 10-25% of
exposure to each language [7], but this level of exposure by no means guarantees functional bilingualism[8].

Second, there are language immersion programs in elementary schools in many of the world’s countries,
including the U.S. and Canada. Their goal is to promote bilingualism, biliteracy, and multicultural profciency
among both language-majority and language-minority students. In the U.S., hundreds of immersion programs
have been established in the last four decades in such languages as Spanish, French, Korean, Cantonese,
Japanese, Mandarin, Navajo, and Hebrew. There are currently 434 or more immersion programs in 31 U.S.
states. French immersion programs are available in all 10 Canadian provinces, with enrolment ranging from 2-
32% of students depending on the province [9]. Immersion programs confer advantages over other formats of
language instruction that are typical in high school and college classrooms. In immersion programs, the second
language is not necessarily a topic of instruction, but a vehicle for instruction of other curriculum subjects. In
terms of the quantity of language exposure, immersion classrooms do not rival infants’ language environments.
However, they often foster functional bilingualism, and equip children with language skills that help them in
later educational and professional contexts.

The take-home messages about bilingual language exposure are clear: more is better, and earlier is better. If
you are 75 years old and you have always wanted to learn Japanese, start now. Language learning becomes more
challenging with time, for both maturational and environmental reasons, but for those who are motivated[10], it
is never too late to learn a new language.
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