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Critical periods and the role of age
in language learning

© 2016 Albert & Csizér

2

Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH) 1.
• There is a time in human development when the
brain is predisposed to success in language
learning (like maturational processes or imprinting
in animals)
• If a child is not exposed to language during this
period, his linguistic competence will not develop
fully
• Lenneberg (1967) thought that this phenomenon
is linked to the lateralisation of brain hemispheres

© 2016 Albert & Csizér

3

Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH) 2.
• Consider:
– How long is the CP? When does it end? When does the
brain lose its plasticity?
– Does the end of the CP only make language acquisition
more difficult or totally impossible?

• Some authors argue for “sensitive period(s)”
instead of a “critical period” (gradual decline or
drop-off?)
• CPH in L1 acquisition: anecdotal evidence from
feral/wild children
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Famous case: Genie
• She was 13 years old when she was discovered
– Past the critical period?
– Socially deprived?
– Mentally challenged?

• Her speech was grammatically incorrect, but her
vocabulary constantly increased
– What does this prove?
• Can we say that the CP exists since she failed to learn proper
grammar?
• Which interpretation does her case support? Drop-off or gradual
decline?

Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KfOlPK2P_G8
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Conclusions from language deprivation
data during L1 acquisition
• Skuse (1995)
– In adverse circumstances, language seems to be
more vulnerable than other cognitive faculties
– Speech appears to be more retarded than
comprehension; it develops more slowly after
discovery
– Interpersonal contact makes important
contribution to speed and success of late language
development
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Critical period and L2 learning
• Critical period extended to L2 learning
– Plasticity of brain allows younger learners to acquire L2
more successfully than adults
– UG is not available after a certain age

• Evidence
– Children starting L2 before 8 years of age are likely to
end up with native-like accent and fluency
– In areas other than pronunciation, adolescents and
adults are more successful in the early stages

• Possibility of a set of critical periods
– Different features of Linguistic Competence lateralised
at different stages
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Studies exploring the
relationship between language
acquisition and age
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Patkowski (1980) 1.
• Aimed to explore the effects of age (disregarding
pronunciation)
• Participants:
– 67 highly educated immigrants with more than 5 years of
residence in the USA , 15 native-born Americans
• Method:
– Interview, 5 parts transcribed so that accent would have
no effect, judgement on a scale of 0 to 5 (0 = no
knowledge of language to 5 = educated native speaker)
by native speakers
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Patkowski (1980) 2.
• Results:
– Those who arrived at the age of 15 or before
were rated 4-5 (with one exception)
– Majority of post-puberty group was rated
around 3, but there was a great deal of variation
– In itself, neither the length of residence, nor the
amount of instruction had a significant effect on
the scores
– However, length of residence (LOR ) was not
independent of the age of arrival (AOA) in the
study – confounded results?
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Johnson and Newport (1989)
• Intuitions of grammaticality
• Participants:
– 46 Chinese and Korean speakers, began learning
English at different ages and had been in the USA
for at least 3 years, 23 native speakers of English

• Method:
– Grammaticality judgements (12 rules of English
morphology and syntax)

• Results?
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Relationship between age of arrival (2-16)
and test scores (Johnson and Newport, 1989)
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Relationship between age of arrival (16-40)
and test scores (Johnson and Newport, 1989)
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Snow and Hoefnagel-Höhle (1979)
• Study: English native speakers learning Dutch
– 3 groups: children (from the age of 3), adolescents,
adults

• Language tasks:
– Pronunciation, auditory discrimination, morphology,
sentence repetition, sentence translation,
grammaticality judgement, vocabulary, story
comprehension, storytelling

• Data collection:
– 3 occasions, at 4-5 months intervals

• For interpreting the results on the next slide:
– X: group best at the beginning of the year
– Y: group best at the end of the year
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Snow and Hoefnagel-Höhle (1979)
Task

Child

Adolescent

Adult

Pronunciation

Y

Y

X

Auditory
discrimination

XY

Morphology

XY

Sentence repetition

XY

Sentence translation

Too difficult

XY

Sentence judgement

Too difficult

XY

Peabody picture
vocabulary test

XY

Story comprehension

Y

X

Storytelling

Y

X
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Snow and Hoefnagel-Höhle’s conclusions
• Some tasks were obviously too difficult for children
(e.g.: translation, grammaticality judgements)
• Adults and adolescents make greater progress in the
initial stages of language learning, but children catch
up or might even surpass them if they have
adequate opportunity to use the language
• Adults and adolescents can make considerable and
rapid progress towards the mastery of second
language in contexts were they use the language in
social, personal, professional or academic
interactions
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Possible reasons/explanations of
CPH
• Neurological changes
– Lateralisation, loss of brain plasticity

• Difference in cognitive abilities
– Different learning mechanisms (implicit/explicit
learning, access to UG)

• Social psychological reasons
– Accent=identity, linguistic toddler

• More and better input for children
– Motherese
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The role of learning context (Munoz, 2010)
There are considerable differences between naturalistic
settings and foreign language contexts; thus, findings
CANNOT be generalised from one to the other
1. Long-term advantage (despite slower initial rate, young
learners tend to have higher ultimate attainment in naturalistic
settings) of young learners is NOT present in FL settings
2. In FL settings, young learners do not have access to the amount
and type of input (NO massive exposure), which would be needed
for implicit learning
3. Explicit instruction provided at schools favours explicit language
learning that older learners are better at because of their
cognitive maturity.
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Key principles of teaching young learners
(Cameron, 2001)
• Children try to construct meaning actively
– Teachers should aid them in making sense of what goes on in the
classroom

• Children need space for language growth
– Zone of proximal development, scaffolding, routines

• Language in use carries cues that may not be noticed
– Cues need to be pointed out, but not in the form of grammar rules

• Language development is a result of internalising language
from social interaction
– Language learnt through its use with others

• Children’s FL learning depends on their experiences (not on
grammar rules taught to them)
– Provide rich learning opportunities in the classroom
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Dividing up „language” for child foreign
language learning (Cameron, 2001, p.19)
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