
Research shows that the ideal time to learn a second, or even a third, language is from

birth to age 12.   Puberty marks the end of the “window of opportunity” for easily

acquiring a new language.  When it comes to ease of learning a new language, the

earlier, the better. 
 

Children’s brains are constantly developing language skills. When children are

introduced to a second language their brain will expand to create the space needed as

they acquire the language. This developmental phase ends around age 12, and

although it is still possible to learn a second language after 12, the brain has already

passed this developmental phase. A child’s brain also has the ability to classify as

needed during its developing phase, storing the two languages with ease.  While

children intuitively absorb the new language sounds, rules, and intonations, adults

learn a second language through an established first language. Adults study explicit

grammar rules, pronunciation rules, sentence structure, and all the other important

aspects of a language individually. 
 

Imagine learning articles, adjectives, pronouns, conjugations, sentence structure,

regular and irregular verbs, and all the subtleties of a foreign language intuitively!

Children are able to absorb grammar rules, sounds, sentence structure, and intonation

patterns naturally and seemingly effortlessly. Never again will their brain be so flexible

and suited for learning a language. 
 

For children, learning a second language is as easy as learning their native language.

Unlike adults, young learners process a second or a third language on parallel paths.

Children build their second language alongside their native language. Consequently,

children have access to their second language without having to go through their first

language. Shaping a child’s brain at its most flexible phase is optimal for second

language acquisition.
 

When children are taught a second language after 10 or 12 it is highly unlikely that they

will ever be able to speak it with a native-like pronunciation. The earlier children are

introduced to a second language, the greater the chances are that they will master

both their native and their newly acquired language. Research attributes this ability to

physiological changes that occur in the maturing brain as a child enters puberty. 
 

Learning a second language helps children to have a greater understanding and an

open mind about other cultures and different people across the world. Learning a new

language opens a new cultural world to children.  When children have the opportunity

to learn a second language they are also learning about other cultures, are more

sensitive to other cultures, and are appreciative of interculturalism.
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As a Spanish teacher, every day I’m amazed at how much they are able to absorb and

retain from what I say. In the primary lessons in Miss Brie's garden (3-6 years old), one

child might say to another, “Sientate bien!” “Sit properly,” only from listening to me say

it. It is a joy and a pleasure to be able to witness so much learning. In the after school

program, another student tells me, “Que lindo, Mishelle” “How pretty, Mishelle.”  Most

children are not afraid of language; they just repeat and try to sound like me as much

as possible.  Remember, children are not born knowing English or any native language,

and look at what happens two years later! They communicate!

 

I’ll share a little about my personal experiences with second language acquisition,

English being my second language. I grew up in Cartagena, Colombia where the native

language is Spanish. I was fortunate to attend the American school where children

start learning English when they are two years old. I can’t remember learning my

second language, because I was too young to remember. Because I started at such a

young age, I know English and Spanish, and it is equally easy for me to communicate

in either language.  Now I wish I would have been exposed to a third or even forth

language when I was young. The capacity for children to learn languages is truly

amazing.
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Mishelle  Ordosgoitia  grew  up  in  Cartagena ,  a  beautiful  historic  city  on  the

Caribbean  coast  of  Colombia .  She  attended  an  American  bil ingual  school

for  14  years ,  from  the  t ime  she  was  three  years  old  until  she  graduated

from  high  school .  She  received  a  BA  in  Psychology  and  a  BS  in

International  Studies  from  Old  Dominion  University  in  Norfolk ,  Virginia ,

and  an  MS  in  Education  from  Nova  Southeastern  University  in  Fort

Lauderdale ,  Florida .  During  and  after  college ,  she  worked  with  a  former

professor  translating  and  editing  Spanish  courses  and  serving  United

Nations  Peacekeepers  from  Latin  America  and  the  Caribbean ;  she  also

tutored  Spanish  at  the  college  level .  Mishelle  is  an  experienced

Montessori  Spanish  teacher ,  having  brought  highly

successful  Spanish  programs  to  two  AMI  Montessori  schools  –  one  in

I l l inois  and  one  in  California .  She  is  also  a  trained  and  credentialed  AMI

Elementary  teacher .  Last  summer ,  Mishelle  earned  her  M .  Ed  in

Montessori  education  alongside  199  fel low  Montessorians  at  University  of

Loyola  Maryland .  Mishelle  is  a  l i fe- long  learner  and  truly  l ives  Montessori

at  school  and  at  home  with  her  two  sons ,  Lucca  and  Joshua .  In  her  spare

time  she  enjoys  traveling ,  getting  to  know  new  cultures  (especially  their

music  and  food ! ) ,  and  visit ing  her  family  and  fr iends  back  in  Colombia .


