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Speaking 2 languages may delay getting
Alzheimer's

By LAURAN NEERGAARD , 02.18.11, 03:10 PM EST

WASHINGTON -- Mastering a second language can pump up
your brain in ways that seem to delay getting Alzheimer's
disease later on, scientists said Friday.

Never learned to habla or parlez? While the new research
focuses mostly on the truly long-term bilingual, scientists say
even people who tackle a new language later in life stand to
gain.

The more proficient you become,
the better, but "every little bit
helps," said Ellen Bialystok, a
psychology professor at York
University in Toronto.
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scientists wondered why simply

speaking to infants in two

languages allows them to learn both in the time it takes most
babies to learn one. Their brains seem to become more flexible,
better able to multitask. As they grow up, their brains show
better "executive control," a system key to higher functioning -
as Bialystok puts it, "the most important part of your mind."

But does that mental juggling while you're young translate into
protection against cognitive decline when you're old?

Bialystok studied 450 Alzheimer's patients, all of whom showed
the same degree of impairment at the time of diagnosis. Half are
bilingual - they've spoken two languages regularly for most of
their lives. The rest are monolingual.
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