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Teaching older adults language can be successful when conditions are right
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Years of evidence indicate that speech sound learning is most easily accomplished in early life. Recently, investigations into
individual differences in speech learning, however, suggest that matching a learner with a training paradigm that fits his
ability may alleviate some of the difficulties of learning in later life. Perrachione and colleagues (2011) found that younger
adults could achieve greater learning success than previously seen when learning Chinese lexical tones by matching learners
with a training paradigm that fit their pre-training lexical tone perception ability. In the present experiment we explored
whether older adults would similarly benefit from matching training paradigms with their pre-training speech perceptual
abilities, and if this matching would result in successful non-native speech learning in older adulthood. Because older adults
have more experience with their first language, leading to more solidified perceptual categories, and because they have reduced
cognitive abilities as a function of normal aging, we hypothesize that the conditions that lead to successful learning in younger
adults may not be the same that lead to successful learning in older adults. This hypothesis was confirmed.In the younger
adults, those listeners who showed a greater aptitude for lexical tone benefitted from training using multiple talkers whereas
those who were weaker in lexical tone perception prior to training showed stronger performance following training with
only one talker. Conversely, older adults, regardless of pre-training ability to perceive lexical tone, performed better following
training with multiple talkers than with training using only one talker.
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