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There are ways to reduce your risk of having a stroke — for example, you can

exercise more and not smoke. But should a stroke occur, you might also be able to
reduce your risk of losing brain function if you are a speaker of more than one

language.

In a new study, bilingual stroke patients were twice as likely as those who spoke
one language to have normal cognitive functions after a stroke, according to

findings reported today (Nov. 19) in the journal Stroke.

The reason for the difference appears to be a feature of the brain called "cognitive

reserve," in which a brain that has built a rich network of neural connections —
highways that can can still carry the busy traffic of thoughts even if a few bridges
are destroyed.

"People with more mental activities have more interconnected brains, which are
able to deal better with potential damage," said Dr. Thomas Bak, a researcher at the University of Edinburgh in Scotland and a

co-author of the study. "Language is just one of many ways of boosting the cognitive reserve," he added. [10 Things You Didn't

Know About You]

A stroke occurs when blood flow to the brain is cut off, starving brain cells of oxygen. The major risk factors are high blood

pressure, high cholesterol, diabetes and smoking.

Stroke is a leading cause of death and disability in the United States, affecting about 800,000 Americans annually, according to

the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Nearly 20 percent of stroke victims may die, and many more are left with
disabilities such as paralyzed limbs, speech problems, dementia, depression or other mental health concerns, depending on

which regions of the brain are damaged.

In the new study, researchers led by Dr. Suvarna Alladi, a professor of neurology at the National Institute of Mental Health and
Neurosciences in Bangalore, India, examined stroke patients in Hyderabad, a large city in southern India where people

commonly speak two or more languages, independent of their education level or social status. The researchers followed 608
patients for up to two years after a stroke, comparing the 353 bilingual patients with the 255 monolingual patients.

The researchers found that more than 40 percent of the bilingual patients had normal cognitive functions following a stroke,

compared with less than 20 percent of single-language patients.

The bilingual patients also performed better on poststroke tests that measured their abilities to pay attention to retrieve and

organize information. They were less likely to develop dementia or a related condition called mild cognitive impairment.

"The advantage of bilingualism is that it makes people switch from one language to another, so while they inhibit one language,

they have to activate another to communicate," said Alladi, who was the first author on the study.

This switching back and fourth — day to day, and sometimes minute to minute — seems to build more neural connections

throughout the brain, Bak said. Bak and Alladi's earlier research showed that bilingualism may postpone the onset of dementia

and improve concentration.

The results do not mean that the bilingual people in the study recovered and those who spoke one language didn't, Alladi

stressed. The people in both groups had a range of cognitive outcomes, from complete recovery to lasting dementia.

Still, the difference in the rates of the outcomes between the groups suggests that "bilingualism may predict a better cognitive

outcome in relation to global cognitive abilities, and specifically attention," Alladi told Live Science.

Dr. Jose Biller, a stoke expert and brain surgeon at Loyola University Stritch School of Medicine near Chicago, who was not

associated with the research, said the study was "intriguing" and "well designed," and contributes to a growing body of research
showing that bilingualism, no matter when in life it is attained, may lessen the cognitive decline related to aging.

However, whether the findings in Hyderabad may hold true elsewhere isn't clear, Biller said, adding that "more studies are
needed."
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The languages spoken among people in Hyderabad were mostly Telugu, Urdu and Hindi. Alladi said that bilingualism in

Hyderabad may not mirror bilingualism in the United States — fluency in more than one language is common in India, whereas
in the United States, it tends to be seen more among recent immigrants and better-educated Americans.

"Constantly switching languages is a daily reality for many residents of Hyderabad," Alladi said. "The cognitive benefit may
not be seen in places where the need to function in two or more languages isn't as extensive."

Interestingly, the researchers found that bilingualism was not associated with better language abilities after a stroke. The

bilingual and monolingual patients in the study were equally as likely to experience aphasia, a loss of ability to understand or
express speech. [7 Things That May Raise Your Risk of Stroke]

Biller said this part of the findings agrees with research published earlier this year in the journal Brain concerning stroke and
aphasia among bilingual speakers in the U.K., and that it certainly warrants further investigation.

Bak has likened language learning's effect on the brain to swimming's ability to strengthen the body. Learning a language at any
stage in life provides a thorough workout, but other cognitive "exercises," such as doing puzzles or playing a musical

instrument, might also benefit stroke recovery, he said.

The research applies to the larger concept of neuroplasticity, in that the brain is dynamic and can adapt to new challenges when
properly conditioned, Bak said.

Follow Christopher Wanjek @wanjek for daily tweets on health and science with a humorous edge. Wanjek is the author of
"Food at Work" and "Bad Medicine." His column, Bad Medicine, appears regularly on Live Science.

Editor's Recommendations

10 Things You Didn't Know About the Brain

Extending Life: 7 Ways to Live Past 100
7 Ways the Mind and Body Change With Age

More from LiveScience

Einstein's Unfinished Dream: Marrying Relativity to the Quantum World

Weird Sea Mollusk Sports Hundreds of Eyes Made of Armor

Pigeons Learn to Spot Breast Cancer

Bright Light Therapy Can Ease Depression Symptoms

Earthquakes Could Trigger Massive Supervolcano Eruptions, Study Suggests

Speaking More Than One Language Eases Stroke Recovery http://www.livescience.com/52860-bilingual-language-stroke-recovery.html

3 of 6 11/21/2015 7:00 AM



Getting a Head: 'Superduck' Dinosaur Shows How Dino Crests Evolved

Parents Don't Have all the Answers, and That's OK (Op-Ed)

Spooky Action Is Real: Bizarre Quantum Entanglement Confirmed in New Tests

Author Bio

Christopher Wanjek

Christopher Wanjek is the Bad Medicine columnist for Live Science and a health and science writer based near Washington,
D.C.  He is the author of two health books, "Food at Work" (2005) and "Bad Medicine" (2003), and a comical science novel,

"Hey Einstein" (2012). For Live Science, Christopher covers public health, nutrition and biology, and he occasionally opines
with a great deal of healthy skepticism. His "Food at Work" book and project, commissioned by the U.N.'s International Labor
Organization, concerns workers health, safety and productivity. Christopher has presented this book in more than 20 countries

and has inspired the passage of laws to support worker meal programs in numerous countries. Christopher holds a Master of
Health degree from Harvard School of Public Health and a degree in journalism from Temple University. He has two Twitter
handles, @wanjek (for science) and @lostlenowriter (for jokes).

Christopher Wanjek on

Science Newsletter: Subscribe

Follow Us

Most Popular

Speaking More Than One Language Eases Stroke Recovery http://www.livescience.com/52860-bilingual-language-stroke-recovery.html

4 of 6 11/21/2015 7:00 AM



Pick Up the Pace: Walking
Speed Linked with Heart
Health in Older Adults

The Science of Sugar: Is
Corn Syrup the Same?

Antarctica Is Gaining Ice, So
Why Is the Earth Still
Warming?

Abraham Lincoln Was a Science

Champion, Astrophysicist Neil
deGrasse Tyson Says

Stellar Graveyard Reveals Clues

About Milky Way's Ancient Birth
Amazon CEO Delivers Historic

NASA Moon Rocket Engines to
Seattle Museum

You Share 70% of Your Genes with

This Slimy Marine Worm
Not So Precious: Eyeless 'Smeagol'

Arachnid Discovered in Underground
Lair
'X-Ray Vision' Tech Uses Radio

Waves to 'See' Through Walls

Lenovo's Yoga 3 Pro Tablet Has an
Embedded, Rotating Pico Projector

LG G Pad II Gets Full HD Display
Acer Cloudbooks Do Windows 10 for

Just $169

X-MEN: APOCALYPSE Trailer
Teased By BRYAN SINGER

GOD Is Dead & VERTIGO's
LUCIFER Returns To Solve The

Murder

JESSICA JONES Opening Credits
Revealed

Do Your Employees Secretly Dislike

You? What to Do About It
5 Signs You Need New Tech (and

How to Pick the Right Tools)

4 Comments Sort by

Ali Irfan

you make $27h thats great going girl good for you! My story is that I quit working at

shoprite to work online , seriously I couldn't be happier I work when I want and where I

want. And with a little effort I easily bring in $35h and sometimes even as much as

$85h…heres a good example of what i'm doing,

www.newbiework.comONLY

Please remove the ONLY

Like · Reply · 4 hrs

Darlene C. Schofield

my neighbor's sister-in-law makes $76 hourly on the computer. She has been without 

work for six months but last month her income was $14418 just working on the computer 

for a few hours. visit the site,

www.job.top8.com...........Work at home

Like · Reply · 12 hrs

Saud Alam · Kamla ray college

Google is <-paying 97$ per hour! Work for few hours and have longer with friends & fa

mily! On tuesday I got a great new Land Rover Range Rover from having earned $872 t

his last four weeks. Its the most-financialy rewarding I've had. It sounds unbelievable but 

you wont forgive yourself if you don’t check it...

➤➤➤➤➤➤ www.50timeextra.com.................Work At Home

Copy&Paste This Link

Like · Reply · 14 hrs

Amy Grey

Just a tip for everyone struggling with weight issues:

I lost 33 pounds with this diet program:

http://internethealth.org/the-fastest-way-to-lose-weight...

Like · Reply · 18 hrs

Facebook Comments Plugin

NewestNewest

Add a comment...

Speaking More Than One Language Eases Stroke Recovery http://www.livescience.com/52860-bilingual-language-stroke-recovery.html

5 of 6 11/21/2015 7:00 AM



Researchers Grow Vocal
Cord Tissue That Can 'Talk'

8-Hour Sleepers More Likely
to Be Heart Healthy

Dropbox Teams with Microsoft to Help You Be More Productive
COMPANY Company Info About the Site Contact Us Advertise with Us Using our Content Licensing & Reprints Copyright

Policy Terms of Use and Sale Privacy Policy Sitemap
NETWORK TopTenREVIEWS Tom’s Guide LAPTOP Tom’s Hardware AnandTech BusinessNewsDaily Tom’s IT Pro
SPACE.com LiveScience

FOLLOW US

SUBSCRIBE

Copyright © 2015 All Rights Reserved.

Speaking More Than One Language Eases Stroke Recovery http://www.livescience.com/52860-bilingual-language-stroke-recovery.html

6 of 6 11/21/2015 7:00 AM


