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t is impossible to imagine an evil scientist 
masterminding an experiment to study 
the consequences of a young child being 
forced to forget his or her first language 

and urgently learn a new language in a state 
of frustration and intimidation. However, life 
is often more brutal than any imaginable sci-
entific design. We have literally thousands of 
children who went through this process due 
to international adoption. 

Practically all children adopted by mono-
lingual English-speaking families lose their 
native language. The phenomenon of lan-
guage attrition is not new. In the United 
States it mostly was studied in immigrant 
children whose families continued to speak 
their native language.

From the limited research it transpires that 
language attrition in international adoptees 
follows the general pattern found in bilingual 
children from immigrant families: literacy 
skills disappear first (in older children), then 
expressive language, and after that receptive 
language.1,2

The study of the specifics of the linguistic 
mechanism, dynamic and patterns of first 
language attrition in international adoptees 
is still in its embryonic phase. The psycho-
educational consequences of first language 
loss in this population have been studied 
even less, even though these issues have tre-
mendous practical significance. 

What do we know so far? One of the most 
shocking discoveries in the field of interna-
tional adoption is the swiftness with which 

children lose their native tongue and the pro-
found nature of that loss. A study of more 
than 800 children adopted from the coun-
tries of Eastern Europe and the former Soviet 
Union between 1992 and 2004 revealed the 
time frame of functional language attrition 
for different age groups.3 (See Table 1.) 

The youngest group for which we have 
clinical data is 3 years 6 months to 4 years. In 
this age group expressive language usually is 
just emerging or may be weak and delayed, 
with pronounced articulation difficulties, 
immature word usage, and faulty grammar 
in short sentences.

In a situation of full English language 
immersion, it takes these children seven 
to 12 weeks to reduce their expressive lan-
guage to a practically non-functional state. 
Their receptive language may stay four to six 
weeks longer, but it is barely functional even 
in familiar situations with the support of 
gestures, voice tone, and other non-linguistic 
means of communication. For 6- or 9-year-
olds, we are talking about months, not weeks, 
but the functionality of their language use 
still diminishes rapidly with every week of 
living in an English-only environment.

Initially, we thought that children who 
were able to read and write in their native 
language could resist language attrition lon-
ger. Unfortunately, it is not so. Literacy skills 
can help maintain the first language when 
there is motivation to keep it, but they cannot 
prevent the language from vanishing. 
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TABLE 1

Age at Adoption Expressive Language Receptive Language

3.6-4.0 7-12 weeks 11-15 weeks

4.0-6.0 2-3 months 3-5 months

6.0-7.0 2-3 months Up to 6 months

7.0-9.0 3-6 months Up to 9-12 months
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