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For those looking to learn a new language, the process can feel daunting*, especially as an aduit.

e It's long been thought that the earlier you learn new skills, the easier they are to master. The

idea that age can ( A ) ahuge role in a person’s language learning ability is one of the reasons
why early childhood was once considered the best time to introduce a second language. But whether
that holds true has been heavily debated in the scientific community.

Unfortunately, the idea has helped perpetuate doubt in older individuals’ ability to quickly
adapt to new grammar, syntax*, and semantics*, thwarting the rise of many potential polyglots*.

A complex organ capable of constant evolution, the human brain has potential for higher
learning after puberty®, research suggests — adults and children simply absorb and learn things
differently. )

“Research says that adults are better learners at everything because we have a lot of self-
regulation and we're very intent when we want to learn something,” says Lourdes Ortega, a professor
of linguistics at Georgetown University, who herself speaks four languages. “Adults all over the
world arrive at different proficiencies, fluencies, ;:apacities for what they want to do with language,
but there is no ceiling to it.”

People who can communicate outside their mother tongue also experience a number of
cognitive* benefits, suggesting that it may be well worth ( B ) yourverbal horizons.

According to the U.S. Census Bureau*, about 20 percent of the U.5. population speaks another
language other than English, compared to 59 percent of Europeans who can speak at least a second
language, illustrating how different regions value language learning.

Yet Ortega, who specializes in how people learn new languages beyond childhood, says that
factors beyond age, like immersion, make a bigger difference in language learning success. “Without
the opportunity to be exposed to the language, there’s no learning that can happen, early or late,”
she says. '

For most, it can take years to reach proficiency in a foreign language, says Ortega. According
to The Foreign Service Institute (FSI), factors like a person’s natural ability, their previous linguistic
experience, and the consistency of their lessons affect the language learning process. _

The FSI says languages that native English speakers would find similar to their own, such as
Spanish or French, can be taught relatively quickly in about 24-30 weeks. In contrast, languages that
have significant cultural differences from English, like Greek or Russian, will take about 44 weeks.
Learning time could double that for languages considered exceptionally hard, such as Arabic or
Mandarin®,

Such estimates reflect a demanding study model, with a dedigated number of hours spent
practicing for multiple days per week, says Ortega. It's impossible and unlikely to expect one
individual to follow such { C ) schedule on their own, especially as the rise of language learning
apps like Babbel and Duolinge* has widened accessibility to foreign education by allowing people
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the time and confidence to reach certain goalposts at their own pace.

“No one can learn, as an adult, a new language unless they love it and unless they ( D ) it
part of their life,” says Ortega. “In theory, it's a great thing, but you need to have reasons for it and
the time to invest in it.”

That said, children and adults do have their own unique strengths and weaknesses when it
( E ) to grasping new connections. Children tend to learn new languages more intuitively, may
have more opportunities to play and experiment with new languages, and may be forced to adapt
without the aid of translation apps or other resources. Adults can employ custom strategies to hone*

their language learning experience, like creating their own memorization systems or visualization

techniques. HiHEERD ¢ Tatyana Woodall, "Why it’s never too late to learn a language as an adult", National
Geographic
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Life, it could be argued, is like a long game of blackjack*. In one common version of this, each
person is initially dealt two playing cards. The aim is for your hand to add to 21, or as close to this
as you can get without losing the game. Players can either “stick” with their existing hand or “twist”
— asking to be dealt another card to add to their total. The risk, of course, is that you exceed 21
and are eliminated.

This may sound far removed from everyday choices, but many of our most important life
decisions boil down to such dilemmas. Should I stay put or take the leap and move house? Should I
remain in my job or start my own business? ShouldI ( A ) an unsatisfying relationship or try my
luck at love another time? In each case, we must weigh the security of what we have against a riskier,
but potentially more rewarding, alternative.

The inherent uncertainty of these dilemmas leaves many of us dithering® in analysis paralysis,
50 that we end up lingering in the status quo, never giving ourselves the chance 1o win big. Some
people, in contrast, are too easily swayed by the lure of the new: they gamble too readily, { B )
their impulsive behavior has lost them everything. If either of these scenarios sounds familiar, help
may be close by. Thanks to 2 growing understanding of our ﬁnderlying cognitive biases* and how to
escape them, we now have evidence-based strategies to think about these quandaries* more
rationally — and so play the hand life has dealt us to our best advantage.

You may think that these dilemmas are unique to humans, but stick-or-twist decisions are rife
in nature. A foraging animal, for example, must recognize that its current territory has limited
resources and a more abundant oasis may be lurking just around the comer. “There comes a point
where individuals have to face this decision: do youjust { C ) exploiting your area or do you do
something riskier and move on to explore a new area?” says Samantha Patrick at the University of
Liverpool, UK.

The relative merits of each option for any one creature will depend on the behavior of the other
members of their group. “If all individuals do exactly the same thing, that would then lead to a cost

for everyone,” says Patrick. (»This may help to explain why animals vary in terms of their boldness.

Across many species, some individuals feel less threatened by the unfamiliar than others. The bolder
ones will be more inclined to explore, while the more cautious ones will stay behind and make the
most of what they already have.

Collaborating with researchers at La Rochelle University in France, Patrick explored this idea
in a population of snowy albatrosses* that had landed to breed in Australia on Possession Island in
the Torres Strait off the northern coast of Queensland, Each bird can choose to feed from a restricted
area of the ocean or take flight on a wind that carries them hundreds or even thousands of kilometers
away from their current patch. Their dependence on the wind for navigation means they are unlikely
to be able to return to their original feeding ground, says Patrick — meaning exploration is a
( D ) strategy.
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Her team assessed each albatross’s boldness according to its reactions to approaching humans.
Birds that showed great signs of distress as a person moved closer to their nest, such as making a
racket or standing up, were rated as being shyer than those that demonstrated more muted reactions.
Previous studies have found that this measure correlates with other measures of boldness, such as
the birds” propensity to explore unfamiliar objects. Patrick’s team discovered that it also predicted
their tendency to explore other terrains, to take to the sky in search of riches elsewhere,

Humans have a wider range of situations to exploit or explore, but the binary* nature of the
decisions remains. “Exploitation-exploration dilemmas span the range in terms of biological
complexity,” says Daniel Yudkin, a visiting scholar at the University of Pennsylvania. An obvigus
example is Immigration: throughout history, individuals and groups have had to decide whether to
stay where they are or find fortune elsewhere. But it is equally relevant for many other dilemmas,
from our romantic yearnings to our professional ambitions.

“We're constantly making decisions about whether to stick with what we know or to go off in
search of better horizons and take certain risks that could potentially ( E ) bad things happening,

but which might also offer opportunities,” says Yudkin.
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