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Learning Something in English
Yoshiki Ito

Some people strongly argue that it is very important to improve
the English ability of Japanese people. This opinion is becoming a
social consensus, and the government provided new education policy
in which 3rd and upper grade students of elementary school must learn
English at school from 2020. In addition, a lot of companies have
started to impose the requirements on freshmen that they have attained
English test qualifications such as TOEIC or TOEFL when hiring them.
However, are these kinds of new movements effective enough to
improve the average English ability of Japanese people? Probably not.

If you have a chance to talk with some foreign students from
China or Korea, you will be surprised at how good at English speaking
they are. As you know, their first language is not English, but they
manage to acquire English skills far better than Japanese people.

Japanese people also have chances to learn better English, but
they must do so in a proper manner. I’d like to make an argument about
effective methods of learning a second language in two perspectives,
which are based on scientific evidence.

Scientific research has proved that there is a difference in the
way of brain usage between people who learned a second language
before they reach 7 years, and to those who learned it after 11 years.
This argument agrees with the other scientific result of “the young age
plasticity privilege”. This privilege stands for the advantage held by

young children in establishing synaptic connections of their brain.

39 Learning Something in English



Plasticity, which means the changeable state of synaptic circuit,
is categorized in two ways. First category is related to wiring of
neurons. As children get old, neuronal connection dynamically grows
so that they can adapt themselves to the environment around them.
However, this wiring structure stops growing at a certain age. After
that, there is only one way of plasticity, which is about synaptic weight.
The neuronal connection of the adults’ brain is basically stable, but the
brain system can be changed by strengthening the frequently-used
connection of neurons and weakening the rarely-used part. In other
words, the way of thinking can be altered only by stressing some part
of an already-made-up brain from a certain age.

This fact clearly illustrates the scientific research I mentioned
above. People who learn a second language from under 7 years are
likely to have a brain circuit which specializes in using the language,
while those who learn it after 11 tend to have neuronal connection
which corresponds only to their first language but they succeed in
adjusting its synaptic weight to use the second language. It is obvious
that the latter have great disadvantage in using that language because
their neuronal connection is not basically constructed to use the second
language.

In this respect, it is quite effective to start learning second
language as early as possible. However, as for the new English
education policy, it is inevitable to say that 3rd grade of elementary
school students who are 8 or 9 years old are not young enough to start

learning English. If you really hope your children to acquire English,
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you should put them into favorable environment while they are in the
kindergarten.

You might be shocked to know the fact about our brain, and
think it is too late to learn English for yourself. But I’'m not writing
this essay to discourage your willingness to study English. Actually,
quite a few people succeed in acquiring English even when they get
old. You just have to know that you need to endure harder training than
those who learn English during early stages.

Speaking of myself, I was born and brought up in Japan, taking
a typical English education in school. I love to study English and 1
have made a lot of effort to improve my English. However, I found it
quite hard to master English. The most problem will be that in my
mind everything is well constructed by Japanese. For example, when
I look at a dog, my mind automatically recognizes the dog as “K”, not
a “dog”. To speak English fluently, it will be very important to
recognize the environment by English. It means that my brain system
needs to learn how to inhibit the activation of Japanese recognition
system, while activating the English recognition system. This training
is very hard to conduct in daily life in Japan because our environment
is full of Japanese, and our Japanese recognition system reacts to the
stimulation unconsciously. If we are in this environment, the synaptic
weight cannot change efficiently and there is no wonder that we fail to
establish an English-oriented mind. If you want to be a good English
speaker, you should put yourself into the environment in which not
only you can access to English, but also you are prohibited to use

Japanese.
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Another important thing in learning English will be that we
should know as many words or expressions as possible. Unlike
Japanese writing system, it is not easy to infer the meaning of
unfamiliar English words. If you see the combination of Chinese
characters, you can guess the meaning of the word by its component
even if you do not know the word. On the other hand, you may have
no idea of the meaning of the English word as long as you do not know
the exact word, because the English word is composed of meaningless
alphabets. Therefore, expanding your vocabulary is necessary if you
want to use English better. No matter what environment you are in,
learning new words and phrases should be weighted in addition to
mastering how to use your present vocabulary.

Many people will ask “Do you speak English, or not?”” However,
this question is not well defined because language ability cannot be
evaluated by binary question. In my opinion, it is better to ask, “Do
you have any problem in casual conversation about your hobby in
English?” or “Is your English level high enough to have a discussion
about your major?” Even if someone has no trouble having casual
conversation, they might not be able to understand serious discussion
or academic talk because of their limitation of vocabulary. Therefore,
your English ability should be assessed for its purpose and topic of the
usage. If you learn English as a second language, I recommend you
first specify the situation where you need to use English, and then try
to expand your vocabulary or typical sentences so that you do not have
much trouble there.

In conclusion, learning a second language is closely related to
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the development of our brain system, and it should be stressed to start
learning English at an early stage (Under 7 years is preferred). It is
possible to acquire a second language even after you fully grow up,
but in that case, you will have to put yourself into the environment in
which there is a full understanding of the language with limited access
to your first language. The environment is one of the big factors of
your learning process, but it is not a unique one. Even if you are in
good environment, you still must try to expand your vocabulary
accordingly to your necessity of using that language. I am the one who
keeps on trying to improve one’s English. Why don’t you learn

English with me to satisfy your needs? @
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X% | Yuk HUI, The Question Concerning
Technology in China:An  Essay in
Cosmotechnics, Urbanomic, 2016, p.227
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