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Passive exposure alone can enhance the
learning of foreign speech sounds

December 17 2018

Credit: CCO Public Domain

Ability to understand and subsequently speak a new language requires
the ability to accurately discriminate speech sounds of a given language.
When we start to learn a new language the differences between speech
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sounds can be very difficult to perceive. With enough active practice the
ability to discriminate the speech sounds enhances.

This type of learning is called perceptual learning. As a consequence of
learning, new memory traces are formed in the brain. In contrast, in
early infancy passive sound exposure is enough to enhance auditory
discrimination during so called sensitive period.

In the recently published study, group of researchers from the University
of Jyviskyld in collaboration with the Beijing Normal University tested
whether passive exposure to unfamiliar speech sounds can result in
enhanced discrimination ability also in adulthood.

It was found that the mere passive exposure to foreign speech for several
consecutive days leads to enhanced discrimination ability as indexed by
the brain response measurements. This was previously thought to occur
only during the sensitive period in infancy.

"These new results could be utilized in the future in foreign language
learning or musical training. Perhaps in the future, language courses start
with sessions of passive exposure to speech sounds in the language that is
taught. Students could listen speech sounds for example during their
home chores or during jogging without paying attention to the sounds.
This way they could have already trained their brains to detect the
changes in the new language and would be more ready for the traditional
class room teaching", says postdoctoral researcher Jari Kurkela form
University of Jyviskyla.

More information: Jari L.O. Kurkela et al, Passive exposure to speech

sounds modifies change detection brain responses in adults, Neurolmage
(2018). DOI: 10.1016/j.neuroimage.2018.12.010
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