English for Babies

Abstract:

This article explains why language teachers in Argentina, Uruguay and Chile as well as in Europe and in the Middle East are teaching English to babies as from 4 months of age. 
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Article:

Dear Colleagues,

I would like to tell you why we, language teachers, can or rather should start teaching  babies. If I wanted to make it very short, I can just say  what scientific research and our classroom experience has proved: 

Learning a FOREIGN language WITH rather than AFTER the mother tongue, is very EASY 

I am sure you are already aware of the awesome capacity babies have to learn languages. You have probably heard of the successful language learning experience of children brought up in bilingual families. You may even have had the chance to hear them talk and sound so beautifully native! You may also have heard of their outstanding performance at school in all other subjects. Yes, learning more than one language at an early age opens not only the door to easy language learning but also the door to multiple intelligences. 

In other words, there are three very good reasons to introduce a baby to a second language. Firstly, to make the best of the baby’s natural capacity to internalise all the grammatical system. Babies have this unique gift from birth to the age of three.  At this age their brains are endowed with windows of opportunity that allow for neurological connections that facilitate the accurate internalisation of grammatical systems.   After that, internalisation of the grammar requires some cognitive effort that gradually increases year after year. Therefore, really effortless language learning can take place if started at babyhood. 

Secondly, the younger the baby the smarter he is at recognising and reproducing sounds. At the age of 3 months babies are “world citizens” and their babbling is identical no matter where they live. Even deaf babies babble just like any hearing baby. Nature prepares them to learn any language, and babbling is the exercise that will help them do so.  However, at six months, their babbling has already got an accent. For instance, a Brazilian baby utters sounds that are clearly different from those uttered by an Argentine baby. Research points out that at 8 months old any healthy baby can imitate the sounds of the languages he has consistently been exposed to. At 12 months, he has already lost this capacity. He is already “deaf” to certain quality of foreign sounds and has missed the unique opportunity to sound like a native speaker of a second or a third language. Thus, regardless of the mother tongue of a baby, the earlier he is exposed to a target language the most accurate his pronunciation will be.

The third reason I have found that makes this early start worth is the fact that the human brain grows through use and it completes its growth extremely early in life. Since language is such a complicated function, the demands on the infant to learn a second language will develop his brain at its most. Consequently, through the early teaching of a foreign language, such as English or Spanish, you can facilitate the development of a baby’s capacity to learn all functions, not just language. Foreign language learning becomes an early stimulation programme that optimises the child’s potential to learn music, maths, grammar and all other abstract fields of knowledge.   

Finally, I would like to mention another very important reason for language teachers to start teaching babies.  You, as a language teacher, can co-create together with a group of babies and their parents an atmosphere of friendship, play, joy and creativity which will enhance the overall potentiality of the babies for happiness, health and endless learning capacity.   

Looking forward to your feedback and questions
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