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FEATURE ARTICLE

The Ear Teaches the Tongue
New research suggests that when we learn to speak a foreign language, our brains listen far more carefully than they move.

For most of the past century, scientists held a comfortable

belief about how humans learn to speak. Producing a new

sound, they argued, was mainly a matter of muscle: train the

lips, tongue, and jaw to repeat an unfamiliar movement often

enough, and the mouth would eventually obey. Speech, in

this view, lived in the motor system, and practice meant

physical rehearsal. A recent study from researchers at McGill

University and the Yale School of Medicine has begun to

overturn1 that idea, and its conclusion is quietly radical.

Their central hypothesis2 was that the brain does not really

learn to move the mouth at all. Instead, it learns how a sound

should be heard, then uses the mouth only as a tool to reach

that acoustic goal. The ear, in other words, sets the target,

and the tongue simply chases it.

To test this, the team used a method known as altered

auditory feedback. As volunteers spoke, software instantly

reshaped their voices, shifting the frequency3 of certain

vowels before feeding the altered sound back through their

headphones. The effect was almost invisible to the speakers,

yet their brains noticed at once. Hearing a mismatch

between what they intended and what they heard,

participants unconsciously adjusted their mouths to correct

the difference. This automatic adaptation4 happened without

any conscious effort, and over time it reshaped how they

pronounced the sound.

The most striking5 part of the experiment involved a

magnetic device that can briefly interrupt activity in specific

brain regions. When the researchers disturbed the areas

responsible for processing sound, the newly learned

pronunciations vanished by the following day, as if they had

never been practiced. When they blocked the motor areas

instead, the memory survived intact. The pattern was hard to

argue with: the lasting record of a new sound lived in the

listening brain, not the moving one.

These findings support modern computational accounts of

speech, which describe learning as a constant loop. The

brain first builds an accurate map of a target sound, then

relies on the ears to check, moment by moment, whether the

mouth has succeeded. Whenever the result falls short, the

auditory system sends fresh commands to the muscles and

helps refine6 the movement until it matches.

The practical consequences reach well beyond the

laboratory. Language-learning apps might place far greater

weight on careful, detailed listening rather than endless

spoken repetition, training students to hear the fine

differences between similar sounds. In medicine, the

implications may be greater still. Therapy for patients who

lose speech after a stroke or brain injury has traditionally

focused on retraining the mouth. This research hints that

repairing the brain's auditory feedback system could matter

just as much, or more.

The lesson is oddly reassuring for anyone struggling with a

new language. Fluency may depend less on how boldly you

speak, and more on how patiently you learn to listen.
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VOCABULARY — KEY WORDS FROM THE STORY

#  WORD DEFINITION EXAMPLE SENTENCE

1  overturn
verb

to completely change an accepted idea,
decision, or system so that it no longer
applies

"The new evidence could overturn decades of
accepted medical advice about diet."

2  hypothesis
noun

an idea that is suggested as a possible
explanation but has not yet been proven true

"Scientists designed the experiment to test a
bold hypothesis about how memory forms."

3  frequency
noun

the rate at which a sound wave or signal
vibrates, which the ear perceives as pitch

"A dog can hear sounds at a much higher
frequency than a human can."

4  adaptation
noun

a change in behaviour or structure that helps
something adjust to new conditions

"Sweating is the body's natural adaptation to
rising temperatures."

5  striking
adjective

so noticeable or unusual that it immediately
attracts attention

"There was a striking difference between the
two groups' results."

6  refine
verb

to improve something gradually by making
small careful changes

"The team spent months refining the software
until it ran smoothly."

COMPREHENSION — ANSWER THE QUESTIONS

QUESTION 1 — MULTIPLE CHOICE

What core assumption about learning to speak does the study challenge?

A-) That speaking a new language requires reading skills
first

B-) That producing new sounds is mainly a matter of training
the muscles of the mouth

C-) That children learn languages faster than adults D-) That listening is unrelated to pronunciation

QUESTION 2 — MULTIPLE CHOICE

In the altered auditory feedback experiment, why did participants change the way they pronounced sounds?

A-) They were told directly to correct their mistakes B-) They consciously decided to imitate a recording

C-) Their brains detected a mismatch between the intended
and heard sound and adjusted automatically

D-) The software forced their mouths to move differently

QUESTION 3 — SHORT ANSWER

Explain how this research could change the design of language-learning apps, and why such a change might be effective.
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Answer Key & Vocabulary Guide Study Date:   /   / 20

COMPREHENSION ANSWERS My score today / 3

Q1 That producing new sounds is mainly a
matter of training the muscles of the
mouth

✓ Correct (B)

The opening paragraph states that scientists believed
producing a new sound 'was mainly a matter of muscle' and
that speech 'lived in the motor system'. The study begins to
overturn precisely this motor-based assumption, making this
the belief being challenged.

Q2 Their brains detected a mismatch
between the intended and heard sound
and adjusted automatically

✓ Correct (C)

The text explains that on 'hearing a mismatch between what
they intended and what they heard, participants
unconsciously adjusted their mouths.' The change was
automatic and unconscious, not a deliberate or externally
forced response.

Q3 Answer: The research suggests apps should give far greater weight to careful, detailed listening rather than relying mainly
on spoken repetition. If the brain learns a sound by first building an accurate auditory target, then training learners to hear
fine differences between similar sounds would strengthen that target before they attempt to produce it. An effective app
might therefore include exercises that ask users to distinguish subtle changes in pitch or vowel quality, helping the auditory
system form precise models that the mouth can later match.

Explanation: A strong answer should connect the study's core finding (that hearing guides speech) to a concrete design change
(more listening-focused, discrimination-based tasks). It should explain the mechanism, namely that an accurate auditory target must

exist before accurate production, rather than simply repeating that 'listening is important'. Reference to fine or subtle sound differences
shows deeper understanding.

VOCABULARY — TRANSLATION & NOTES

overturn
Often used with abstract objects such as 'a
ruling', 'a theory', or 'a belief'. In everyday use it
can also mean physically tipping something
over, but in academic writing the figurative
sense dominates.

hypothesis
The plural is 'hypotheses'. Common verbs are
'form', 'test', 'support', and 'reject' a hypothesis.
It implies something still open to proof, unlike
'fact'.

frequency
In physics and acoustics it is countable and
measured in hertz. Note the separate everyday
meaning: 'how often something happens', as in
'the frequency of visits'.

adaptation
Common collocations include 'gradual
adaptation' and 'adaptation to'. Do not confuse
it with 'adoption', which means choosing to
take something on.

striking
Frequently pairs with 'difference', 'contrast',
'resemblance', and 'feature'. It signals
something that stands out strongly, not merely
something pleasant.

refine
Suggests incremental improvement rather than
a total redesign. Common objects include 'a
technique', 'a theory', 'a process', and 'a skill'.

YOUR TURN — SENTENCE BUILDING

Mastery comes from practice. Write original sentences using today's target vocabulary.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

READY FOR TOMORROW'S CHALLENGE?

Your daily English habit continues with a brand new story on listenglish.com
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