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Abstract

Having started learning English at the age of ten, | have always prided myself on being a fluent speaker. This
perception of my linguistic ability was confronted by a simple and innocent linguistic experiment | participated in
at MIT. The purpose of the experiment was to determine whether participants could differentiate between the
sounds of ' and 'l as in 'road' versus 'load. While the Japanese are famous for not being able to distinguish these
sounds, | was confident | would ace the test. When the results came in, | scored 50%, which is equivalent to chance,
no better than a Japanese with no English background. This revelation not only dented my self-image as a fluent
speaker but also led me to question my authenticity as an American. To comprehend what had happened, | delved
into the biology of language acquisition, embarking on a journey of discovery in this scientific field. | learned that
the biological timeline for acquiring the sounds of a language is a shockingly short nine months after birth. Oddly,
this timeline aligns with our ability to distinguish monkey faces. Once you go past the threshold of nine months, you
are basically stuck with being able to distinguish just the sounds in your native language. And you can't distinguish
monkey faces anymore. Further investigation into how language is processed in the brain revealed that while
language is predominantly handled by the left hemisphere in 90% of the population, music is mainly processed in
the right hemisphere. This lateralization of functions allowed the 20th-century composer Maurice Ravel to compose
Boléro in 1928, at the age of 50, even as he exhibited clear signs of language impairment. He continued to compose
other intricate concertos. The lateralization of language and music to the two hemispheres enabled him to leave
behind a gift of monumental musical achievement, even while grappling with a serious illness in the left

hemisphere.
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