Age Effects in Second Language Acquisition : Overview

Rieko Matsuoka'l] [J lan Smith?

1 National College of Nursing, JapanC 1-2-1 Umezono, Kiyose-shi, Tokyo, 0 204-8575, Japan

2 Independent Researcher
matsuokar@adm.ncn.ac.jp

0 Abstract[] Age has been regarded as an important factor in acquiring second languages successfully as well asin acquiring gst languages. In this
review article, previous studies regarding age and language acquisition are examined, and the ways in which age may affect the process of acquiring
a second language are discussed. For instance, some previous researcti] e.g., Johnson & Newport, 19890 evidenced the strong negative correlation

Or > |0 .7|0between age of acquisition/arrival and accuracy or native-like pro giency, which means the younger learners are, the more native-like
they become. This correlation supports the critical period hypothesis. The focus of this study is on examining whether the critical period hypothesis
in gst language acquisition is valid in second language acquisition. Some studies have revealed that adult learners whose age of acquisition/arrival
is after puberty are not successful in acquiring a native-like pro giency in a second language, which again supports the critical period hypothesis;
whilst others have shown cases where adult learners reached a native-like pro giency, thus refuting the critical period hypothesis. Finally, some
pedagogical implications are drawn, using previous interdisciplinary studies in areas such as neuropsychology and phonology. These implications
may help adult learners wanting to enhance their pro giency in a second language.
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Age has been regarded as an important factor in the ways in
which language learners differ, and a vast amount of research
has been conducted regarding age effects on second language
acquisition] e.g. Birdsong, 1992; DeKeyser, 2000; Oyama,
1976; Patkowski, 19801 It is generally believed that children
enjoy an advantage over adults in learning languages because of
their ‘plasticity’.

According to Chomsky(] 1957[] humans are equipped with a
‘language acquisition device, which enables them to acquire the
language in a way that goes beyond simple habitual formation.
The ‘universal grammar’ proposed by Chomsky later ori] 19661
is thought to be an innate system of language acquisition, the so-
called language acquisition device. Although Chomsky has not
mentioned the possibility of applying this theoretical device in
the brain to the acquisition of second languages, ‘grammaticality
judgment tests, the purpose of which is to measure learners
universal grammar, have been widely used for second language
acquisition research] e.g. Johnson & Newport, 19891 These
‘grammaticality judgment tests' consist of morphosyntactic
items, implying that the ‘universal grammar’ is really about how
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learners organi ze the target language’'s morphosyntactic system.

On the other hand, Lennebergd 1967 hypothesized that
humans' latent language structure, i.e. the cognitive structure for
automatic language acquisition, might stop functioning when the
human brain matures, or at the time of lateralization of the
human brain, which possibly occurs around puberty. He
established the critical period hypothesis, which was originally
proposed by Penfield & Robertd] 195907 and explained the
dif gulty of acquiring our gst language after puberty, based on
neuropsychological factor§l Lenneberg, 19671

In the area of second language acquisition research, the
critical period hypothesis has been taken into consideration in
age-related studies. There is believed to be a period up to a
certain age during which learners can acquire a second language
easily and achieve native-speaker-like competence. The
sensitive period hypothesis, which is used by Patkowski] 19800]
has been sometimes used as an alternative term to refer to the
critical period hypothesis in second language acquisition, and
has often been freely substituted in second language research
literature. However, the critical period hypothesis has been
predominantly used in first language acquisition, whilst the
sensitive period hypothesis has been generally restricted to
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