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As a bridge of communication, the role of language is vital in the process of spreading knowledge, feelings, and values and inheriting culture. To make full use of language, humans must master language skills, which requires the learning and researching of language. There is a popular and remarkable hypothesis about the key period in our life of learning language in the field of linguistics, especially in the area of second language acquisition, which attracts the attention and debates of many scholars. This essay will probe into this famous hypothesis—the Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH), compare the similarities and differences between L2 children and L2 adults in the process of learning a second language within the scope of the critical period hypothesis and try to find the implications in language teaching.
I. Introduction
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]The popularity of second language acquisition has been increasing among parents and schools. The benefits of acquiring a second language are not only presented in the self-development of children but also in the exchange of diverse cultures. Therefore, the factors that influence the acquisition of language have been studied by many scholars to improve the quality and effectiveness of teaching and the development of language. As a significant factor influencing the acquisition of language, age is discussed widely by many scholars (Muñoz, 2008). The Critical Period Hypothesis is a famed theory about age, which illustrates a key time for children to acquire a language and was commonly studied and applied in second language acquisition. This essay will make a clear description of the development and definition of the Critical Period Hypothesis and gain the teaching methods and implications through the analysis of the similarities and differences between L2 children and L2 adults.
II. The Critical Period Hypothesis
1. The Development of the Critical Period Hypothesis
[bookmark: OLE_LINK7][bookmark: OLE_LINK9][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]Penfield and Roberts (1959) introduced the critical period of children’s learning from the perspective of neurolinguistics and they stated that language acquisition would be effective in the early period of children, especially before the age of 9, because their brains were sensitive to language at that period. Their thoughts laid a foundation for the hypothesis proposal of the Critical Period Hypothesis. Lenneberg (1967) proposed the concept of the Critical Period Hypothesis from the perspective of biology and expressed the influence of the critical period on first language acquisition. After the proposal of this hypothesis by Lenneberg, it became a popular topic among scholars who were interested in the influence of age on language learning and spread to the area of second language acquisition. Then Larsen-Freeman and Long (1991) raised the modified version of the Critical Period Hypothesis, which expressed that the key period of language acquisition was not always in the early time of children but the period with strong adaptability. They also stressed the significance of learning strategies and personal adaptability except for the influence of age (Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991), which provided an important reference for scholars to have a comprehensive understanding of language acquisition. Some scholars agreed with this hypothesis and conducted some research to verify it (Johnson and Newport, 1989; Long, 1990; Patkowsky, 1980), while others held the opposite opinion (Bialystok and Hakuta, 1999; Birdsong, 1992; Bongaerts et al., 1997; Snow and Hoefnagel-Höhle, 1978).
2. The Definition of the Critical Period Hypothesis
The Critical Period Hypothesis is a claim that there is a proper time to learn a language and is usually finished at puberty (Abello-Contesse, 2009). Lenneberg (1967) stated that language acquisition occurred in a specific period from the age of 2 to puberty and the language acquisition would be ineffectual after this period. This hypothesis divided the language learners according to the learning time before and after puberty and made an assumption that learning a language before puberty would successfully be the native-like level of language proficiency, while only a few learners who learned a language after puberty could achieve this success (Bley-Vroman, 1989; Muñoz, 2010). About the exact time of the critical period, scholars’ opinions varied a lot. Krashen (1973) stated that the critical period was before the period of puberty. Most scholars expressed that the exact time of the critical period ended around puberty, while some scholars thought the finished time would be earlier (Lightbown and Spada, 2000). Susan Curtiss’s famous study of the wild child—Genie presented that Genie’s language learning ability declined because of the lack of language input before the age of 13 (Curtiss, 1977). Chomsky (1965) stressed that children could learn language through Universal Grammar and language input because of the Language Acquisition Device, which would help children learn language when they were young. Meanwhile, some scholars did not agree with this hypothesis and they thought there was no critical period at all and proved it with empirical studies (Hakuta, Bialystok and Wiley, 2003). Many factors can influence language acquisition during this critical period, such as genes, family environment, the stimulation of language, the learning strategies, and the situations of individuals. Therefore, there are no exact results of the Critical Period Hypothesis and the debate about this hypothesis is still in process.
III. Language Acquisition in L2 Children and L2 Adults
Children and adults perform differently in the process of learning a second language, which can be associated with the Critical Period Hypothesis. 
1. Language Acquisition in L2 Children
Learning a second language is beneficial for the development of individuals and society, which can improve the personal abilities of language and cultivate the exchange of different cultures (Baker, 2014). Therefore, more and more parents are cultivating their children as bilinguals. Learning a second language from a young age was influenced by a lot of factors, such as exposure and adequate input of the second language, the learning environment of family, parents’ attitudes towards learning a second language, the support of the community, and the individual differences of children (Baker, 2014). There is some evidence to support the Critical Period Hypothesis of second language acquisition in children, which shows that children can learn a language more easily than adults. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK6]The most famous study is about the “wild child”—Genie, who was confined at home for almost 13 years and then was discovered. Many scholars did specific research about her and drew the conclusion that the deficiency of language input and learning in the critical period had influenced the child’s development of language, which could not be made up when she grew up (Curtiss, 1977; Fromkin et al., 1974). Hubel and Wiesel (1963) conducted an experiment on kittens and provided evidence from the neurophysiological perspective and concluded that early visual stimulation was necessary for the development of the visual cortex of brains. Dye (2010) emphasized the importance of the prefrontal cortex of humans which could help them learn languages more easily than other animals and children’s learning would be accelerated by the prefrontal cortex's slower development, which meant that young children could learn the language quicker than adults. Johnson and Newport (1989) proposed one of the significant supports to the Critical Period Hypothesis through empirical study and concluded that children had higher plasticity than adolescents and adults in language acquisition. Another empirical study verifies the Critical Period Hypothesis through the analysis of the influence of educational mobility on health (Cuevas et al., 2020). These supports prove this hypothesis from the perspective of biology, neurophysiology, psychology, education, etc., which provides theoretical support and guidance of practice to language acquisition and teaching practice of educators in the field of second language acquisition.
2. Language Acquisition in L2 Adults
More and more adults learn a second language with different needs, such as academic research, career promotion, immigration, personal interests, etc. Therefore, much attention was paid to the learning strategies and the factors that influence second language acquisition. However, the acquisition of language is not decided by a single factor and it is an outcome of the combination of the influence of all the factors (Lightbown and Spada, 2000). Except for age, many factors influence the second language acquisition of learners, such as motivation, individual differences, intelligence, aptitude, learners’ preferences, and personal characteristics (Lightbown and Spada, 2000). The combination of other factors except for age will make a huge difference in learning a second language. Meanwhile, many scholars held the opposite opinion about the Critical Period Hypothesis and they proved that adults could have the same learning effect as children in the acquisition of a second language.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK8]Krashen (1973) stated it was possible that language could be acquired through adequate exposure and proper input of language even if the critical period had already passed and the process would be difficult. Snow and Hoefnagel-Höhle (1978) investigated the second language of Dutch of English speakers through empirical study and proved that the results did not give support to the Critical Period Hypothesis. Another research showed that second language learners could achieve language proficiency and language accent like native speakers within a specific time (Bongaerts et al., 1997). Bialystok and Hakuta (1999) emphasized the influence of the surrounding environment and learning opportunities on language learning and they thought that language learning is free from the effect of the critical period. Weber-Fox and Neville (1996) observed the activities of children's and adults’ brains when they were learning a language through some neuroimaging techniques like Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging. Their research concluded that the brain activities of children and adults were different at the early stage of language acquisition, but adults could change the structure and function through learning, which expressed that language acquisition was not completely influenced by the critical period of biology. This evidence shows that humans can learn a new language and achieve a high language proficiency even if they have passed the critical period, which also emphasizes the influences of other factors of language acquisition. 
3. Comparison of L2 Children and L2 Adults
L2 children and L2 adults have the challenge of learning a new language with different purposes, while their diverse educational backgrounds, cognitive abilities, and learning environment will make a huge difference in their second language acquisition. There are some similarities and differences between L2 children and L2 adults in the context of learning a new language. L2 children and L2 adults have the competence to learn a new language though they have differences in the learning rate and final achievement of language (Krashen, Long and Scarcella, 1979), as well as learning strategies, etc. 
A. Similarities
First, language input is important in the process of learning a new language for L2 children and L2 adults. L2 children will achieve a higher language proficiency than L2 adults because they begin learning language from a young age (Krashen, Long and Scarcella, 1979). Exposure to a second language will help learners of different ages learn language quickly. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK11]Second, L2 children and L2 adults all have individual differences when they learn a new language, such as cognitive abilities, learning motivations, etc (Muñoz, 2019). 
Third, motivation is a significant factor in promoting language learning of L2 children and L2 adults, though they have different motivations (Muñoz, 2019), which accelerates their learning of language. 
B. Differences
[bookmark: OLE_LINK10]First, the learning rate of L2 children and L2 adults is different. According to the Critical Period Hypothesis, children will acquire language quicker than adults; while according to Krashen, Long, and Scarcella (1979), adults learn language quicker than children in terms of syntax and morphology when the learning time and exposure to language stay the same.
Second, the language achievements of L2 children and L2 adults are different. According to Krashen, Long, and Scarcella (1979), L2 children will achieve a higher language proficiency than L2 adults. Though adults can learn quicker than children in some areas, children still have advantages over adults in achieving a native-like language proficiency. L2 adults can achieve a high language level, but only a few of them can reach a native-like level of the second language. 
Third, the accent is different. L2 children acquire a second language from a very young age. Immersing in exposure to a new language, it is easy and convenient for L2 children to imitate the pronunciation of this new language and gain a natural accent; while L2 adults’ accents of a second language will be easily influenced by their first language, which will have a negative influence on the accuracy of pronunciation of the second language (Lightbown and Spada, 2000). 
Fourth, their learning strategies are different. L2 children start learning a second language early and their learning strategies are mainly imitation and the stimulation of the language environment, while L2 adults will use some learning strategies and the language knowledge they have learned before to study the second language (Altan and James, 1980). Children’s cognitive ability is weaker than adults because of their ages and experiences. Therefore, their learning strategy is simple and easy. However, L2 adults have already gained lots of language knowledge and learning experiences, which they may connect with new language learning. They have proper and suitable learning strategies, which is helpful in language learning and they rely much on memorizing and analyzing the grammar rules of the second language acquisition. 
Fifth, neuroplasticity is different. Muñoz (2019) explained that children’s neuroplasticity was greater than adults, which referred to the capacity of brains to modify themselves through the generation of new connections in reaction to the changing of learning and environment. Therefore, learning a new language and different language structures will be easier for children, while adults may confront the limitations of the development of neuroplasticity, which will affect their ability to learn language (Muñoz, 2019). Muñoz explained the difference in the perspective of neurology, which provides the theoretical foundation and reliability of this difference between L2 children and L2 adults.
IV. Implications for Teaching
The critical period is crucial for children and adults in learning a language. Though there are no definite debating results of the Critical Period Hypothesis, its influence and results of the relevant research can be considered to propose the implications for language teaching. The writer summarizes five implications in language teaching, which are as follows.
1. The Application of Individualized Teaching
Individual differences commonly exist in language learners. Skehan (1989) analyzed the differences between learners and indicated that educators should pay more attention to the differences and find proper teaching methods to meet their needs. According to the Critical Period Hypothesis, the best times for learning for children and adults are different. Therefore, they need different teaching materials and teaching methods. Educators can combine modern techniques with teaching reality and improve the learning experiences of learners, for example, educators can use online resources, teaching software, and social media to meet the differences of learners.
2. The Application of Diversified Teaching Strategies
Children and adults have different learning needs and diversified teaching strategies can be utilized in teaching practice. For children, except for exposure to language, educators can design more games and partner activities of imitation to promote the practical use and communication of language; while for adults, educators should pay more attention to their learning needs and motivations and focus on the practical context and linguistic structures and rules to meet their practical learning needs.
3. The Encouragement of Learning Motivations
According to the Critical Period Hypothesis, language learning is a continuing process. Children and adults should keep on learning and accumulating language knowledge and language skills to improve their language proficiency. Therefore, educators should encourage learners to maintain their learning motivations and help them release their anxieties during the learning process (Dörnyei, 1994). 
4. The Emphasis on Early Education
The Critical Period Hypothesis shows the importance of early language input to some extent, especially language learning in the critical period. Therefore, educators should provide adequate and positive stimulations of language input in children’s critical period, which is beneficial to the early acquisition of language and the maximization of their learning potential (Johnson and Newport, 1989). Much attention to the early education of children also can help educators discover the problems of children in their language learning, which allows educators to give specific guidance and support to these early learners and help them cultivate an awareness of language. 
5. Reflection and Adjustment 
Reflection on teaching objectives, methods, contents, and students’ feedback will help educators improve their teaching qualities and meet the needs of different learners flexibly (Nation and Macalister, 2010). Reflection will help the adjustment of teaching methods and objectives. According to the reflection and adjustment, educators can find the advantages and limitations of their teaching and design teaching activities that are aligned with learners’ needs and learning characteristics, which help them enhance teaching ability and professional proficiency of knowledge.
V. Conclusion
The Critical Period Hypothesis is still a controversial topic in the linguistic area and has an influence on second language acquisition. The researchers who approved of it stressed the time of language learning and the learning effect of language acquisition in the early stage, while the researchers who disapproved of it emphasized the learning effect of adult learners and called for more attention should be paid to the influences of others factors except for age. Though there are differences in learning rates, learning achievements, accents, learning strategies, and neuroplasticity between L2 children and L2 adults, they all have sensitive periods of language input. Through the analysis of the Critical Period Hypothesis and the comparison of L2 children and L2 adults’ learning, the similarities lay in the language input, individual differences, and motivations. No matter what the exact result of this hypothesis is, the researcher should draw on the discussion of this hypothesis, sum up its implication on language teaching, and apply it to the teaching practice, such as utilizing the different teaching strategies for the learner in different age groups, providing individualized teaching service to improve their learning experiences and designing effective language educational policy to promote the integrated development of language learners. The influence of the Critical Period Hypothesis on second language acquisition is a complex issue, which needs further studies and exploration. Future studies about this hypothesis can pay attention to the language learning mechanism of different age groups and learners’ performance in different language environments. 
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