Question: Provide a definition of the term “Critical Period Hypothesis”. Present and discuss studies that compare L2 children to L2 adults. What are the similarities and differences between the two populations and how would it affect your approach to teaching?

The Definition of the Term “Critical Period Hypothesis”

"Critical Period Hypothesis" (CPH), also known as the "sensitive period", is not an original concept in the field of linguistics, but rather a concept borrowed and introduced from the field of biology. It refers to the period of time when external environment has the greatest impact on individual growth and is the most sensitive and effective period of stimulation. It is also considered the best time to acquire various behaviors. In the field of biology, Lorenz (1937) observed newly hatched goslings and found that they would recognize the first moving object they saw as their mother and develop a sense of dependence, known as imprinting. However, imprinting only lasts for one day, and after 30 hours, it no longer exists. Lorenz called this period the "critical period". In the field of linguistics, the introduction of the "critical period hypothesis" must be credited to Penfield and Roberts (1959), who creatively applied this biological concept to the field of linguistics and proposed the "optimum age" for language learning. Later, Lenneberg (1967) formally proposed the concept of the "critical period hypothesis" in "Biological Foundations of Language". Overall, the "critical period hypothesis" refers to the period when individuals are most sensitive to external environmental influences and highly responsive to learning behaviors. It has significant implications for both first language and second language acquisition. This hypothesis is based on the idea of neuroplasticity, which refers to the brain's ability to change and adapt throughout a person's life. During childhood, the brain is highly plastic, which means that it is more capable of forming new neural connections, and language learning becomes easier.

The critical period hypothesis has been studied extensively in both animals and humans. Studies of songbirds, for example, have shown that their capacity for song learning is limited to a critical period during early development. Similarly, studies of human brain development have shown that language processing areas of the brain are more active and adaptable during early childhood. Research has consistently shown that children who begin to learn a second language (L2) before puberty can acquire the language with remarkable ease, often reaching a level of native-like proficiency. This is because their brains are more capable of forming new neural connections and adapting to the new language's patterns and structures. In contrast, L2 adults tend to struggle more with the acquisition of a new language, particularly in terms of pronunciation and grammatical structures that differ from their native language.

Existing Studies and Discussion about Studies that Compare L2 Children to L2 Adults

Singleton commented on the impact of age on second language acquisition in his work “An Introduction to Second Language Acquisition”. He believed that children perform better than adults in learning a second language at the initial stage, and this view has been widely recognized. As early as 1950, Penfield proposed the idea of the best age for learning a second language. He pointed out that if a child has contact with people who speak a second or even a third language before the age of 10 or 14, they can learn two or three languages effortlessly, just like learning their first language.

One of the most famous studies on the CPH is Lenneberg's study on the acquisition of L1 and L2. In 1970, Lenneberg proposed the critical period for language acquisition in “Biological Foundations of Language”. He suggested that language development progresses rapidly according to a clear timetable with a defined developmental process, and the critical period extends from around 2 years old to 12 years old from a neurophysiological perspective. During this period, the brain is flexible and elastic, and language functions have not yet been lateralized to the left hemisphere, allowing the whole brain to participate in language learning, making it easy to absorb new language information. Lenneberg suggested that there is a critical period for language acquisition, which ends around the age of 12. He suggested that the brain loses its plasticity for language learning after this age, and acquiring a new language becomes more challenging.

Later studies have provided further support for the CPH. For example, a study by Johnson and Newport (1989) compared the English proficiency of Korean immigrants who had arrived in the US before and after the age of 17. The study found that those who had arrived before the age of 17 had a much higher level of English proficiency than those who had arrived after the age of 17. Similarly, a study by Scovel (1988) found that L2 learners who began learning a language after puberty were less successful at achieving native-like pronunciation.

Despite the consistent evidence supporting the CPH, there is still some debate over the exact timing and duration of the critical period. Some studies have suggested that other factors, such as motivation, learning strategies, and social environment, can also influence language learning outcomes. However, most studies have found that early exposure to an L2 is essential for achieving native-like proficiency.

The CPH has important implications for language instruction. For L2 children, it suggests that early exposure to an L2 is essential for achieving native-like proficiency. Language instruction should prioritize oral communication skills, focusing on pronunciation and grammar. Language instruction should also be immersive, with opportunities for children to use the language in meaningful contexts.

For L2 adults, the CPH suggests that explicit instruction that draws connections between the L1 and the L2 is essential. Adults need to understand the differences between the two languages' grammar and syntax while also emphasizing opportunities for extensive practice to build fluency. L2 adults also benefit from a supportive and immersive learning environment that allows them to practice their language skills in a meaningful context.

In conclusion, the Critical Period Hypothesis proposes that there is an optimal time frame for language acquisition during childhood, generally before puberty. Research has consistently shown that language learning becomes more difficult as the brain matures. The CPH has important implications for language instruction, suggesting that early exposure to an L2 is essential for achieving native-like proficiency for L2 children. L2 adults require explicit instruction that draws connections between the L1 and the L2, as well as a supportive and immersive learning environment that allows them to practice their language skills in a meaningful context.

Verification Process of Opposing Critical Period Hypothesis

Bongaerts studied the phonological ability of Dutch speakers learning English and French after the age of 12. The participants in both groups began to have extensive exposure to the target language after the age of 12. They were divided into two groups: one with 11 participants and the other with 9 participants. Thirteen native English speakers and ten native French speakers evaluated the participants, believing that approximately half of the participants in each learning group had the same pronunciation ability as a second language native speaker.

The study produced a "refutation" conclusion: the results of the study showed that late-starting second language learners successfully mastered the target language's phonology, contradicting the critical period hypothesis. Birdsong's research in the field of syntax also found that late-starting second language learners could succeed. Based on this, Birdsong argues that these successful learners cannot be considered mere outliers because they make up 5-20% of the research sample.

The critical period hypothesis is based on the modular theory of the brain, which suggests the existence of relatively independent abilities - language ability is an ability that is relatively independent of other forms of ability. Different interpretations of its existence and role in language acquisition have been made by theorists:

Neurolinguistics and Neuroscience
Strong theory of Universal Grammar
Maturity theory
Language Acquisition Evolution Theory
Practice hypothesis
Traditional learning theory

During early development, the two hemispheres of the brain are equal, each with a language region. The left hemisphere is responsible for the native language, and the right hemisphere receives the second language. However, as the brain matures, the right hemisphere's language regions weaken and disappear.

After birth, as the brain becomes specialized, certain neural tissues necessary for language learning become inaccessible after the critical period, which lasts from around 2 years old to adolescence.

The strong theory of Universal Grammar suggests that the end of the critical period results in the loss of innate language-learning strategies. The weak theory contends that Universal Grammar remains in the brain, but second language acquisition is impeded by the difficulty of resetting parameter values after the critical period.

According to the maturity theory, cognitive immaturity during childhood is advantageous for language learning because adults face more complex linguistic analysis tasks. Adults' cognitive abilities that are useful for various tasks compete with the brain's Universal Grammar abilities, and the former often win, making second language acquisition difficult.

The evolutionary view of language acquisition theory posits that language learning is most efficient during early childhood when selection pressure favors its development. After that period, the driving force behind language learning weakens.

The exercise hypothesis suggests that language-learning ability must be continually used, or it will diminish. If language learning activities are not sustained, the two systems of speech generation and speech perception will separate, resulting in impaired generation ability.

Traditional learning theory holds that learning is a process of strengthening connections between input and output. According to this theory, to successfully learn a second language, the neural representation of the new language must replace that of the previous language.

Summary and how it will Affect the Approach of My Future Teaching

In first language acquisition, there is a critical period determined by physiological factors (from birth to the critical period). After this critical period, language acquisition becomes difficult to reach a normal level. In second language acquisition, there is a debate among researchers on whether there is a critical period. Scholars who support the critical period hypothesis have different opinions on the start and end time of the critical period and the affected language areas. The critical period hypothesis has been widely debated, but it is clear that age plays a role in language acquisition. As technology advances, more research can be conducted to better understand the complexities of language learning. It is also important to recognize that language learning ability can vary among individuals and that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to language learning.

The Critical Period Hypothesis proposes that there is a window of time during which language acquisition is most effective, and that this period closes sometime during adolescence. Studies have compared the language learning abilities of L2 children and L2 adults to explore the differences and similarities between these groups.

Both L2 children and L2 adults need exposure to meaningful language input, practice, and feedback in order to develop their language skills. They also have the potential to achieve high levels of proficiency in their second language with appropriate instruction and practice. However, L2 children may have an advantage in language learning due to their developing brains and their ability to acquire multiple languages simultaneously, while L2 adults may struggle more with pronunciation and mastering complex grammar structures.

L2 children may benefit from learning through play and immersion, as well as the social motivation to communicate with peers and adults. L2 adults may benefit more from explicit instruction and practice, as well as the practical motivation to advance their careers or pursue personal interests. Therefore, teachers may need to adapt their teaching approaches to meet the unique needs of their individual students.

Overall, understanding the differences and similarities between L2 children and L2 adults can inform effective teaching practices that are tailored to the needs and motivations of each learner.

The influence of age on second language acquisition has led to changes in foreign language teaching practices in China, particularly in basic education. In 2001, the Ministry of Education mandated that English classes be offered from third grade in primary schools, which was rapidly and effectively implemented in developed coastal cities such as Shanghai, where English classes have been offered since first grade since 2003. Furthermore, changes in the English subject assessment method for the college entrance examination reflect the country's efforts to adjust and reflect on the current state of English teaching. The 2017 college entrance examination reform in China includes English being assessed twice a year, with the best score taken, and the enrollment of key universities and majors being linked to English scores. As a result, the critical period hypothesis for second language acquisition continues to garner attention, and research in this area is expanding and deepening in China. Chinese scholars are also promoting its research and application.

In terms of the hypothesis influence, it may still have an impact, but it would be less significant than it would have been during the critical period. It is still important to consider the individual differences, learning styles, and interests of the teenagers when developing teaching strategies and materials.

Additionally, incorporating opportunities for social interaction and authentic language use can be highly beneficial for teenagers, as they are at a stage where they are seeking independence and social connection. Providing opportunities for them to practice and develop their language skills in real-world contexts can help them become more confident and effective communicators.

There are several ways that can help individuals overcome the critical period for language acquisition:

1. Immersion: Immersing oneself in the language and culture is a powerful way to learn a language. This means living in a country where the language is spoken or finding ways to incorporate the language into daily life.

2. Language classes: Formal language classes can help individuals learn the grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation of a language. These classes are often structured to accommodate learners of all ages and backgrounds.

3. Language exchange programs: Language exchange programs allow individuals to practice speaking with native speakers of the language they are learning. This is a great way to improve language skills and gain confidence in speaking.

4. Language learning apps: There are many language learning apps available that can help individuals learn a new language on their own time. These apps often include interactive activities, quizzes, and flashcards.

5. Personal motivation: Above all, personal motivation is key to overcoming the critical period for language acquisition. Individuals who are highly motivated to learn a language are more likely to succeed, regardless of their age.

the critical period hypothesis suggests that language acquisition is most effective during early childhood, and this has significant implications for language teaching. Knowing this, I may want to focus on immersion-style instruction and provide a supportive environment to encourage children to use the new language. I may also want to incorporate more interactive and visual materials that capture children's attention and provide opportunities for meaningful communication. However, if I teach a second language to adults, I may need to incorporate more explicit grammar instruction and provide opportunities for deliberate practice. If the teaching objects are teenagers, it is essential to acknowledge that they are in a unique stage of language development. They have already gone through the critical period of language acquisition, but they are still highly influenced by their environment, peers, and media.

I believe that the critical period hypothesis will greatly impact my future teaching methods, even though I am not a teacher yet. As someone who wants to help children improve their English skills, especially those who are at the intersection between critical and non-critical periods for language acquisition, I need to be aware of the critical period theory and its implications. When teaching teenagers who are in the middle of L2 children and L2 adults, it's important to consider the features of CPH or the Critical Period Hypothesis. According to CPH, the earlier the exposure to a language, the more likely a learner will achieve native-like proficiency. However, recent research suggests that language acquisition is possible at any age. Therefore, here are some teaching tips that can help teenagers develop strong language skills:

Focus on fluency rather than accuracy. This means that you should encourage your students to speak the language regularly, even if they make mistakes. Fluency can be achieved through regular practice and exposure to the language.

Use interactive and experiential learning methods. Teenagers can benefit from interactive learning methods such as role-playing, games, and real-life simulations. These methods can keep them engaged and motivated, and provide opportunities for them to practice their language skills in a meaningful context.

Encourage regular and consistent practice. Consistent practice is key to language learning, especially for teenagers. Encourage your students to practice their language skills outside of class, such as by watching movies or TV shows in the target language, listening to podcasts or music, or speaking with native speakers.

Emphasize cultural immersion. Exposure to the target culture is important for language learning. Encourage your students to immerse themselves in the target culture by reading books, watching movies or TV shows, and listening to music from the target culture. You can also organize cultural events or field trips to provide opportunities for your students to experience the target culture firsthand.

By incorporating these tips into your teaching methods, you can help teenagers who are in the middle of L2 children and L2 adults to develop strong language skills. It's important to be patient and supportive, and to provide regular feedback and encouragement to your students.

This hypothesis suggests that there is a limited time window during childhood when the brain is most receptive to language input and can acquire language effortlessly and efficiently. Therefore, I need to design my lessons and materials to take advantage of this critical period and provide rich and varied language input that is appropriate for the learners' age, level, and needs. At the same time, I also need to be mindful of the challenges that older learners may face when trying to acquire a new language, such as cognitive and affective factors, and adjust my teaching accordingly. Ultimately, my goal is to create a positive and supportive learning environment where children can enjoy learning English and reach their full potential.
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