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Assignment 2

1. [bookmark: OLE_LINK1]The definition of the term “Critical Period Hypothesis" 
[bookmark: _Hlk131262576][bookmark: _Hlk131260855][bookmark: _Hlk131260868][bookmark: _Hlk131422571]The term “Critical Period Hypothesis” (CPH) was first proposed by neurophysiologists Wilder Penfield and Lamar Roberts in 1959, who, from the perspective of brain neuroplasticity, held that the developing brain has a high degree of plasticity and gradually becomes less “plastic” in adulthood; and the period before the age of ten is the optimum age to learn a language (Penfield & Roberts, 1959, pp 583-585). Later in 1967, Eric Heinz Lenneberg, professor of psychology at Harvard University, systematically articulated and popularized the critical period of language learning from the perspective of neurophysiology based on medical clinical experience. He posited that the human brain begins to lateralize at the age of two, and people use the whole brain to learn a language before the completion of lateralization (around the age of 11 to 19); then, the left side of the brain is responsible for language learning which is not as good as that of whole-brain learning; after the "critical period", the ability to acquire a second language is significantly reduced, and there is no way to eliminate the influence of accents from the mother tongue (Lenneberg, 1967, pp. 255-261). This is the famous "critical period of language learning". Depending on the above description, we can define CPH as a specific period (from early childhood to adolescence) during which one is primed to acquire complete competence in a new language. After that, further language acquisition will become much more complex and effortful. The significant implication of CPH is that to learn a language fluently, people must start learning it earlier, namely, "the earlier, the better". This, in turn, means that we would not be able to develop language fluently if we are not exposed to it in the first few years of our lives. Although academics differ slightly on the age range for the critical period, the typical period for the critical period is from 2 years old until puberty. Later other scholars followed Lenneberg’s proposal and put the cutoff point of puberty at 12, 15, 16 or 18 years old (Muñoz& Singleton, 2011, pp.1–35). Until now, there has been no unified result on the starting and ending time for the critical period. 
However, the theory of CPH has frequently been extended to a critical period for second language acquisition (SLA) and has been used as grounds for promoting bilingual education programs. One of the most famous empirical case studies of CPH regarding the critical period and language acquisition is the “feral child”, Genie, a California girl who was locked in her room by her parents from the age of 20 months to 13 years old during which she did not speak to anyone and had not any interaction with the outside world. This means that she didn't develop adequate language skills. When authorities discovered her, she could not speak. Later, no matter how hard people tried to teach her English, she could not reach the children's language level in a typical native language environment. Scientists finally concluded that she would not be able to achieve full competency in language for the rest of her life because she was not exposed to the language during the critical period (Curtiss, 1978, p.189). Additionally, Johnson and Newport also proved the important correlation between age factors and language acquisition through research. Their experiment focused on 46 Chinese and Korean whose second language is English. These people have exposure to English for more than five years and have resided in America for over three years. The starting age of living in America is between 3 and 39 years old. They were tested on both morphology and syntax. The results showed that people who came to America before 15 years old and were completely exposed to English performed better than people who arrived in America after 15 years old in terms of English comprehensive mastery ability. In particular, the starting age of exposure to and learning English becomes the critical factor in determining their test scores (Johnson & Newport, 1989, pp. 60-99). This conclusion proved the reliability of CPH in a further step. 
However, the theory of CPH has not been universally accepted and has become controversial, causing a longstanding debate in linguistics and language acquisition over the extent to which the ability to acquire language is biologically linked to age. Some acquisition theories claim that adults do not acquire languages as well as children not because of their lack of biological learning ability but of other internal and external factors. Since the promotion of CPH, some researchers proposed that the language plasticity of the human brain does not have the characteristic of a distinct age divide described by CPH but gradually changes with age. Lateralization occurs before puberty in some people and after puberty in others. So later came the Sensitive Period Hypothesis（SPH）, which posited that there is not only one sensitive period in language acquisition. Some language skills are easier to acquire in a certain period, while others are not; both the acquisition of L1 and L2 are restricted by the sensitive period, and the ability to acquire a language is not suddenly wholly lost but a process of gradual decline. Most individuals begin to decline at age 6, not at puberty, as is commonly said (Long, 1990, pp.649-666). These more profound theoretical and empirical studies have presented unprecedented challenges to CPH.	
[bookmark: _Hlk131343161]According to Krashen, brain lateralization has been completed by the age of 5, and the critical period also ends; the language acquisition mechanism itself does not cause the differences between children and adults in language acquisition; therefore, age is not a criterion for success in language acquisition (Krashen, 1979, pp.573-582). Linguists Olsen and Samuel denied the existence of critical periods in language learning through empirical research. In their experiment, focusing on phonological acquisition, they tested the German pronunciation of three groups of native English speakers aged nine and a half to ten and a half years old, 14 to 15 years old, and 18 to 26 years old. All three groups received 15 to 25 minutes of German phonics lessons in each class for three weeks. The research results showed that the two groups of students aged 18 to 26 and 14 to 15 had better pronunciation than those aged nine and a half to 10 and a half. They concluded that CPH of language acquisition does not apply to phonological acquisition and that adolescents and adults learn faster and better than children before puberty. Besides, Walberg et al. claimed that no evidence exists for early-age sensitivity to language (Walberg, Hase & Rasher, 1978, pp. 427–437). Meanwhile, Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle tested the L2 skills in groups of young, teenage children and adults who learned Dutch and found that a critical period extending from two to twelve does not exist (Snow & Hoefnagel-Hohle, 1978, pp. 1114–1128). 
To sum up, language acquisition is a very complex process, and the effect of individual language acquisition is affected by various factors (such as individual differences, motivation to learn, language environment, objectives, strategies, etc.), among which age is a significant physiological factor. Although there are many controversies about CPH, they are related to various factors such as the different divisions of the language critical period, the various evaluation criteria of language acquisition, and other different reference scales. As far as I am concerned, the difference of individual intelligence, social environment and learning environment are important factors resulting in different division of critical periods. It appears that pre-adolescence is usually regarded to be the golden age of language learning, and the effect of learning a language before puberty is usually better than that after puberty. 

2. [bookmark: OLE_LINK5][bookmark: OLE_LINK10][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]The similarities and differences between L2 children to L2 adults 
Both L2 children and L2 adults are immersed in a new language environment and begin learning a second language based on mastering their mother tongues. Faced with similar external language environments, both experience predictable stages, involve making mistakes, rely on interactive communication, and develop with instruction. Meanwhile, both sides bear academic stress and mental pressure. In both cases, comprehension is easier than speaking at first, and prior knowledge is helpful.
[bookmark: _Hlk131423052][bookmark: OLE_LINK6]Regarding second language acquisition, for their different ages, cognition, and learning experience, L2 children are different from L2 adults in several aspects and have unique advantages. In the first place, physiologically, L2 children and L2 adults have different language neural systems for their age difference, and the former has absolute advantages. On the one hand, depending on CPH, before the cutoff point of puberty (at 12, 15, 16 or 18 years old), the neural system responsible for understanding and producing language is initially distributed in the left and right sides of the brain. The whole brain is involved in language learning, making absorbing new language information faster and easier. At puberty, the left brain is gradually responsible for language learning and the human brain has matured, and the neural system is no longer elastic, so learning a language will become more and more difficult. Although this explanation is not perfect and has even caused some controversies in second language acquisition, many linguists have confirmed it through empirical studies that L2 children do outperform L2 adults in terms of language learning. On the other hand, it is well known that the younger you are, the less your mother tongue interferes. As people grow older and become more fluent and perfect in their native language, their native language learning habits will be formed, which will naturally more or less resist their L2 learning, for they often unconsciously take their native language as a yardstick to learn the second language. Such kind of psychological interference tends to affect their L2 acquisition. Compared with adults, children have not or fully formed their language habits. Therefore, there is much less interference from their mother tongue in learning a second language. Besides, children have a solid short-term memory, the ability to imitate, and a strong sense of self-expression, all very conducive to their phonetic acquisition.  
Secondly, psychologically, they hold different attitudes toward L2 learning with different motivations. When children are learning L2, they are entirely egocentric and rarely affected by emotional factors. Sometimes they do not realize they are learning a foreign language. Their implicit leaning in the unconscious process helps them acquire a new language unconsciously and happily without pressure. Further, they do not have to bear the pressure of high expectations for mastery of the language in the early stage; instead, they are usually encouraged, praised, and even awarded in the process. In a way, they can be open-minded and get the most out of the available resources to achieve the best learning results from the very beginning. On the contrary, L2 adults are more socially and psychologically mature. They tend to rely more on explicit learning, for they know clearly what they are learning and what they would like to acquire, so they learn languages more consciously than children. With their self-awareness and sense of competition increase, they are more likely to consider others’ evaluation on them, so they are more often under nervousness and tremendous pressure when applying a foreign language publicly, fearing that they may be despised or laughed at for making mistakes, and even suffering anxiety. That’s to say, in the process of L2 acquisition, children are more likely to maintain a positive attitude than adults.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK7]Thirdly, they have different developmental processes and learning rates in L2 learning due to different learning modes and "mechanisms". Usually, with procedural memory, L2 children acquire the second language in a natural process, just as the way they acquire their first language. Although the progress of learning is slow at first, they later obtain higher memory traits and high levels of L2 knowledge with slow massive exposure to the target language (Patkowski, 1990, pp.73-89). On the contrary, with increased cognitive ability, L2 adults are more socially and psychologically mature. They tend to rely more on explicit learning, for they clearly know what they are learning and what they want to acquire. With strong "awareness", they learn the language content (such as vocabulary, grammar, etc.) through explicit means (such as memory strategies, reflection, sophisticated reasoning skills, grammatical analysis, etc.), and obtain higher verbal ability through the acquisition of grammatical features explicitly. With conscious learning strategies and declarative memory, L2 adults usually start more quickly and make rapid progress in the early stages, especially in grammar, but may be caught up with by younger learners with time (Snow & Hoefnagel-Höhle, 1978, pp. 1114–1128). Krashen believed that under identical time and target language exposure, during the early stage of vocabulary and syntactic learning, older children acquire language faster than younger children and pointed out that adults can also learn a foreign language well. Moreover, adults progress faster than children and older children learn faster than younger children (Krashen, 1979, pp.573-582).
Of course, L2 adults also have advantages in L2 acquisition superior to L2 children, like self-discipline, self-control, persistence, the capability of developing scientific and reasonable learning strategies, extraordinary problem-solving capability, rich language learning experience, etc. In addition, the interaction between age and language will affect second language acquisition. With more language input, adults may find it easier to master some language features similar to those in their mother tongue.

3. How would it affect my approach to teaching? 
[bookmark: _Hlk131546807]In second language teaching, teachers are supposed to, based on student-oriented, adopt different teaching strategies and implement flexible teaching approaches according to the characteristics of L2 learners at different ages. Meanwhile, they should create a warm and relaxed learning environment for students by actively organizing language practices suitable for them, arousing their learning enthusiasm, and enabling them to naturally acquire language to improve students' experience and teaching effect. In selecting teaching methods, teachers should choose the most appropriate ones according to learners' unique situations. As for mistakes or errors made by learners, “teachers should be prepared to vary who, when, and how they correct in accordance with the cognitive and affective needs of the individual learner” (Ellis, 1990, p35). This means they do not need to follow a consistent set of procedures for all students. In general, some effective teaching methods such as natural methods, situational approach, visual method, and total physical response method, etc. can be adopted to enrich L2 learners’ experiences and improve their learning effect. 
To begin with, for L2 children who are immature physically and psychologically but have their natural language learning advantages mentioned above, second language learning is just like playing a game requiring emotional and physical commitment. On the one hand, for their limited cognition, children tend to rely much on their L2 teachers emotionally; instructors' guidance is essential. On the other hand, children generally depend on their intuition and experiences, and lively style and engaging content can easily arouse their learning enthusiasm and thus trigger their motivation. Additionally, children are easy to be influenced by external motivation, especially rewards from teachers or parents. According to the characteristics of L2 children above, teachers should give full play to their roles and learn to find the proper “stimulus” to develop their interest and generate their internal motivation to learn the second language. A strategy of “stimulus-response-reward” can be employed. In specific, the following approaches can be employed.
Firstly, according to the designed content, teachers are to create a colourful and rich PPT combining words, music, chants, pictures and videos to provide children with sufficient “comprehensible" and engaging “input” in the immersive teaching environment to draw their more attention and get them more involved. Telling stories is also an excellent way to arouse their interest and get them devoted. Children like listening to stories while looking at pictures. With the help of pictures, they can quickly get immersed in the story and become more focused and engaged. Generally, they are encouraged to reflect on the story, ask and answer related questions, or imitate the teacher to retell the story as a form of language output or response, increasing their engagement, stimulating their long-term verbal memory, and enhancing their engagement in their enjoyment. Secondly, during the immersed teaching atmosphere, teachers should support, guide and encourage students to finish their meaningful "communication".
Moreover, as for their mistakes or errors, instructors should try to avoid making explicit corrections, especially at the beginning of their L2 learning. L2 acquisition requires meaningful interaction, and speakers should focus on the messages they are conveying and understanding rather than on the form of their utterances (Krashen, 1982, p.247). The instructors' job is to provide scaffold and make the conversation run smoothly. Besides, it's also essential to use movement or body language as a language aid in teaching. Eyes, fingers, hands, shoulders, etc. are all effective language communicators, contributing to a comfortable and relaxed environment and effective interaction between teacher and students. Finally, giving appropriate rewards to children is also essential, as it is a form of recognition, praise and encouragement which will push them to perform better and make more significant progress. In a way, as far as I am concerned, children's second language teaching should be conducted in games. To teach through activities. 
More mentally mature than young children, L2 adolescent learners are gradually entering a sensitive period during which their personality traits and identity are formed. Psychologically, with high self-esteem, they care about what their teachers think of them, fearing that they are ignored. They are a little rebellious, dislike direct denial or criticism, and are vulnerable and easily hurt. In terms of second language learning, on the one hand, with a large amount of vocabulary and grammar, they have made rapid progress in language expression. Their memory has reached the highest level, but with the interaction of their mother and second languages, the latter is increasingly disturbed by the former. On the other hand, with their increasing cognitive, their demand for vocabulary increased further. Hence, teachers should first respect and treat them equally, trying to reduce their "affective filter" (negative mood such as fear and shyness) index and build mutual trust with them. Secondly, in L2 learning, the situational approach and visual method can be integrated to give learners enough exposure to the authentic and communicative environment to facilitate intentional and incidental learning. It is necessary and meaningful to value the background introduction, increase the understandable “input” of language resources (like pictures, music, videos, act.), add systematic grammar (by implicit instruction), along with several listening and oral exercises, and carry out various classroom activities to increase their amount of language output equivalent to “input” to help them quickly master the second language in multi-directional learning methods. Meanwhile, be open-minded to learners' language output, trying to avoid over-correcting their mistakes and errors in pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary, etc., in case of decreasing students’ self-confidence and weakening their interest and motivation in learning. As long as the errors in language output do not affect their communication, teachers don’t have to take them too seriously. If it’s necessary, some categories of corrective feedback such as clarification requests, elicitation (esp. peer correction), repetition, metalinguistic feedback, etc. can be regarded to be effective. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK8][bookmark: _Hlk131635065]The advantage of adults is that they have superior logical thinking ability, cognitive ability, self-control and self-discipline. Teachers can take advantage of this strength, plan appropriate tactics and make the best use of various L2 teaching methods, such as cognitive, communicative, task-based, etc. First, for growing adults, a cognitive approach can be used. Teachers should abide by the principle of student-centered, meaningful learning and understanding. Based on learners’ explicit learning, teachers can directly show them the teaching objective, syllabus and procedure to further raise their concern for learning. In studying vocabulary and grammatical structure, explicit instruction can be used in memory strategies and grammatical analysis to improve their language skills. Besides, situational, communicative, and task-based teaching methods can also be employed in lexical and grammatical learning to help learners associate them with context and better apply them in speaking and writing. As a developing form of communication method, the task-based teaching method provides learners with an authentic language setting, emphasizes the unity of form and function, and embodies the principle of learning by doing (David Nunan, 1999). Most importantly, this teaching approach facilitates students’ language acquisition and spiritual pleasure in completing their tasks. In recent years, BOPPPS model has been applied to second foreign language teaching in many Chinese universities and achieved effective teaching results. Based on student-oriented, this teaching mode is characterized by interaction and feedback. It divides the whole teaching process into bridge-in (to draw the learners’ interest), outcomes or objectives (to give students a clear idea of what the course aims to achieve), pre-assessment (to understand students’ grasp of basic knowledge), participatory learning (to facilitate language acquisition through engagement and interaction), and post-assessment (to assess whether it serves its purpose), and summary. For years, I have been using this model in teaching, and find the classroom atmosphere, student feedback, and teaching effect are all satisfactory. 
In conclusion, in teaching activities serving learners of different ages, the teacher's role is to discover learners’ “zone of proximal development” (Vygotsky, 1978, p.258), the gap between what a learner can do on their own and the most that can be achieved with the support of peers or instructor (Ellis & Worthington, 1994, p.35), trigger their intrinsic and extrinsic motivation to help them cross the "zone" by providing them with complex content and arousing their enthusiasm, develop their potential, and then proceed to the following development area on that basis. During the process, teachers should design different scaffoldings (interactive scaffold and tool scaffold) for learners according to their ages, characteristics, and requirements and remove the scaffoldings when necessary. With the help and support of scaffolding, learners can remove the uncertainty in learning, connect old and new knowledge, promote the construction of personal knowledge and complete the internalization.
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