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Comparison between L2 Children and L2 Adults and Corresponding Teaching Approaches
Abstract: Starting from brief explanation of the Critical Period Hypothesis, this essay makes a comparison between L2 children and L2 adults. The two populations are affected by disturbance of mother language or first language and some other internal and external factors. It is important to increase their exposure to the target language. They have physiological, cognitive and affective differences which determine the necessity of differentiation in teaching focus and method. Game approach, situational approach and audio-video approach may be more suitable for child learners, while communicative approach, task-based teaching approach and emotional encouragement approach may be more effective for adult learners. 
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I. Introduction
Since the 1960s, Second Language Acquisition (SLA) began to develop as a new discipline. Second language (L2) refers to the additional language learnt after the first language (L1) period. SLA has been defined and studied from different theories, perspectives and paradigms. Behaviorism theory treats SLA as a process of forming a particular language habits based on a response rule of “observation, imitation, repetition, consolidation and formation”; In Generative Grammar proposed by Chomsky, SLA is the process in which the grammar rules of L2 are transformed into language acquisition mechanism inherent in human mind through L2 input; cognition theorists think that SLA is mainly dependent on internal logic and thinking in human mind and that learners further internalize the abstract grammar rules stored in their mind in learning process; according to social culture theory, production and development of learners’ language function are derived from the interaction between individuals and social culture. SLA is affected by social and cultural contexts. Whatever theory or perspective is applied to SLA study, there is an eternal question to be answered--what is the relationship between age difference and SLA. Many scholars showed greater interest in comparison between L2 children and L2 adults, since appearance of the Critical Period Hypothesis. 
1.1 Definition of Critical Period Hypothesis
The Critical Period Hypothesis was first proposed by Montreal neurologist Wilder Penfield in 1959 and popularized by Eric Lenneberg in 1967. The hypothesis claims that human’s language acquisition is affected by biological factors, especially age. In other words, there is a crucial period (before puberty) for development of human’s language competence when the brain is predisposed to success in language acquisition. The first few years of life are thought as the critical period in which an individual can acquire a language if receiving adequate stimuli. Without language input until after this time, he or she will be difficult or even impossible to reach a high level of language competence. Brown (2000) explained the “critical period” as a biologically determined period in which language could be acquired more easily and beyond which language was increasingly difficult to acquire．
1.2 Literature Review
Many scholars have conducted further exploratory or empirical studies around the relationship between age difference and SLA. Some of them attempted to demonstrate the effect of age on SLA through proving rationality of Critical Period Hypothesis. For example, Johnson and Newport (1989) compared proficiency of English as L2 of 46 Korean- and Mandarin-speaking immigrants who arrived in the US in ages ranging from 3 to 26, through tests on English grammar structures. The test results demonstrated that the participants who arrived in the USA before puberty performed better than those who arrived after puberty. In 1991, they made a comparative study on English levels of two groups of Chinese participants. One group arrived in the USA during adulthood, and the other arrived in ages from 4 to 16. They found that in the younger age they began to learn English, the less they were affected by the grammar rules of their mother tongue. Kotz, et al (2008) examined how L2 learners who began to learn English at age of 5 handled ambiguous English sentences and found that P600 effect originally occurring to native speakers also took place to these learners in this handling process. The research result shows that acquisition of L2 syntactic knowledge in the early years (about 5 years old) can bring sensitivity obtained through mother language to L2 learners in syntactic processing. Gawi (2012) investigated the influence of age factor on learning English through a case study. The results showed that students who started learning English at earlier age (5-6 years old) performed better in foreign language learning. The author concluded that early exposure to language instructions is a key factor to improve proficiency of English language learners.
[bookmark: _Hlk36977621]Some scholars hold negative attitudes towards Critical Period Hypothesis. They argue that children are not necessarily advantageous compared with adults in SLA. For example, Krashen, et al (1976) illustrated that L2 children and L2 adults had similar difficulty in learning English grammar. Their another study (1979) showed that there was a short period of accelerated language Learning after puberty, especially in learning of syntax and linguistic morphology. Their experimental data also demonstrated that this advantage was not prominently possessed by children, so the Critical Period Hypothesis did not hold water. Birdsong (1992) refuted the existence of critical period of SLA by a series of studies. He used syntactic judgment tasks to test 20 English-speaking learners who learned French as their L2, finding that 5 adults who learned French relatively late were not inferior to native speakers in ability of grammatical judgement. This result manifests that since the critical period has no effect on them, an individual who started L2 learning after puberty can also achieve the same level in syntax with native speakers. Bialystok and Hakuta (1994) argued that since L2 adults and L2 children followed the same sequence in grammar acquisition, their language learning mechanisms were identical in nature. They surmised that belief in existence of critical period was caused by mistaking correlation for cause-effect relationship. 
There are also some researchers who just focus on the respective characteristics of L2 children and L2 adults and their connections, paying little attention to whether the critical period exists. Zhu (2006) conducted survey among 93 child learners and 192 adult learners to investigate their motivational and attributional differences in English learning. He found that child learners were different from adult learners in motivational intensity, motivational style, attributional tendency, self-efficacy and learned helplessness. Baker and Trofimovich, et al (2008) compared the performances of L2 children with L2 adults in phonological learning to find out their differences, and then applied Interaction Hypothesis to elucidate that age impact on L2 phonological learning was originated from changes in the interaction between L1 and L2 sound systems. Sha (2016) thought children and adults had their own features and advantages in SLA. Children are superior to adults in phonetics, cultural adaption and memory. Adults have advantages over children in cognitive ability and attention concentration.
1.3 Purpose of Research
[bookmark: _Hlk36998097]From the perspective of pedagogy, the research into the relationship between age difference and SLA is of great significance to choose L2 teaching approaches consistent with age features. The more deeply the researchers and teachers understand the features of learners in different ages, the more easily they adjust teaching strategies accordingly. This essay will explore the correlation between age and SLA and some general rules in language learning, based on summarization of the previous research achievements. There are mainly three questions to be posed in the article: a. What is definition of the term “Critical Period Hypothesis”? b. What are the similarities and differences between L2 children and L2 adults? C. How would Critical Period Hypothesis affect our teaching approaches and strategies? The answers to them are expected to provide some guidance and inspiration to learning and teaching of second language.
1.4 Structure of the Essay
This essay will include five parts. The first part is introduction which covers the definition of Critical Period Hypothesis and summary of some comparative studies on L2 children and L2 adults, as well as the purpose of this research. The second part explains the similarities two populations in terms of effects of mother tongue and other factors on their SLA. The third part analyzes physiological, cognitive and affective differences between two groups of learners. The fourth part elucidates the differentiating teaching approaches for them according to their own features. The last part is the conclusion that the effect of age on SLA leads to different strengths and weakness of two groups and thus teachers should adopt suitable teaching approaches for them respectively. 
II. Similarities between L2 Children and L2 Adults
Second language learning has its inherent rules applicable to learners at different ages. There are also some difficulties that both children and adults may experience in the process of SLA. Therefore, it is believed that L2 learners, whether young or old, have something common in some respects. They are affected by their mother tongue and some other factors.  
2.1 Transfer of Mother Language or First Language
It is inevitable that children and adults are influenced by their mother tongue or first language in second language learning. This phenomenon, called transfer of mother language or first language, takes place commonly to L2 learners at any age, although such transfer is believed to have less impact on children than on adults. According to behavioristic psychology, “transfer” refers to a psychological process in which learners’ previously learned knowledge and experience affect their later learning. Learners tend to rely on the knowledge they mastered through mother language or first language and transfer it to their L2 learning. These mastered knowledge, experience, information and abstract thinking ability constitute important knowledge basis of SLA. Many researches show that transfer of native language or first language is likely to occur in learning of L2 phoneme, words, grammar, text and pragmatics, etc. When the learners encounter a L2 word whose pronunciation does not exist in their mother tongue, they tend to substitute it with a sound in their mother language. For instance, some Chinese students often pronounce “thank” and “think” as “sank” and “sink” respectively, because there is no sound “θ” in Chinese. Another example is that some Chinese students often organize English sentences according to Chinese grammar and expressing habits, so they often write or speak out Chinglish sentences like “Our family have four people”, “My mother do teacher work”, “I want to eat lunch”, and “He will look book”. As a common phenomenon in language learning, transfer of mother language or first language has been investigated from different perspectives. 
MacWhinney once conducted an in-depth research into it from the perspective of syntactic processing. In his view, syntactic systems of native language affect syntactic processing of second language through transfer of processing strategies. When the two languages are similar in the basic syntactic property, positive transfer occurs and L2 learners can benefit from cross-language transfer; when they are different, negative transfer occurs, namely, competition mechanism of real-time processing are generated, and thus second language processing is hindered. The result of competition between two languages is not only affected by cross language similarities, but also by intensity of second language input. Ability of L2 processing depends on how much L2 knowledge are input into learners’ brain. More exposure to L2 may lead to learners’ stronger capacity of L2 processing. By investigating the L2 acquisition of English by a child named Erdem whose mother language was Turkish, Haznedar (1997) found that Erdem’s verbal expressions were affected obviously by the verb order of Turkish sentences in his initial stages of SLA. Gilkerson (2004) conducted a study on acquisition of English participle verbs by children and adults who spoke Spanish as L1 and found that the two groups made similar kinds of errors connected with their mother tongue. Qu (2013) thought that the negative transfer of mother tongue was the major source of interlingual errors in SLA. That’s to say, the learners tend to make expression errors because they usually transplant expression norms of mother language into the target language. 
2.2 Effect of Multiple Factors
Second language learning is a complex, dynamic process which is always affected by various factors such as motivation, intelligence, emotion, and learning environment. Age undoubtedly has effect on second language learning, but it is not the first factor to determine learning effect. For adults and children, second language learning is a process where internal and external factors interact, namely, various components of the entire learning system affect the learning outcome at multiple layers. Even if the learners are similar in initial knowledge level, intelligence and motivation, any change in their learning environment or slight difference in their learning intensity, efficiency or timing may lead to significant difference in the whole learning process and the final acquisition effect. External learning context may impact learning process through interacting with internal brain subsystems (including human emotion and reactions to context). This kind of effect may cause the changes in language knowledge structures in learner’ brain. From the viewpoint of dynamic system theory, learning context of second language learning is a dynamic social system which contains many interacting subsystems, including cognitive environment (intelligence development, reception ability, knowledge accumulation, etc.), teaching environment (classroom and other learning circumstances, course settings, etc.) and particular social, political and economic situations where the learners live. Because of so many variables, the learners’ L2 learning and development become difficult to predict, with full of non-linear changes and uncertainties in the whole process. Freeman (2010) elucidated the theoretical basis and coordination method of SLA under the framework of dynamic theory. First, SLA is a result of interaction between individual and social factors according to a certain rule. Second, SLA takes place in a particular social and cultural context in which various factors interact and integrate. In a word, the learning process and outcome of children and adults are affected by various factors, whether internal or external, individual or social.  
III. Differences between L2 Children and Adults
Although children and adults have some similarities in second language learning, they really demonstrate some physiological, cognitive and emotional differences which lead to their own features in learning. Child learners may have innate advantages in pronunciation, intonation, memory, cultural adaption, and psychology, etc., while adult learners seem to have stronger cognitive ability and self-discipline which can help them to obtain a great deal of comprehensible input within the same learning time. But meanwhile, adults may be more easily affected by emotional factors in second language learning such as motivation, attitude, confidence and anxiety.  
3.1 Physiological Differences 
Children are different from adults in physiological characteristics which refer to human’s physical functions. According to the critical hypothesis theory, children have neurological advantages over adults in learning language. Lenneberg (1976) argued that the development of human’s language competence was the result of maturity of human brain. The two hemispheres of a newborn baby’s brain have nearly identical potential, but the capacity to dominate language is gradually fixed in the left hemisphere over time. It has been proven that very young children can regain their language competence through function transformation of right hemisphere of brain, even if their left hemisphere is injured and removed. In contrast, adults may lose their language competence permanently if they suffer from the same injury and cannot recover from it in a short time. The learners can absorb new language information more easily and promptly and speak with a more native-like pronunciation and intonation in early life stage (before 10 or 12). This is because children are still immature physically and biologically and thus their brain and speech organs are plastic and flexible. Adolescence (about 13 years old) is a transitional point at which the brain develops into maturity. After puberty a firm localisation of language processing occurs to the left hemisphere of the brain, which causes difficulties in language acquisition after puberty. Dekeyser (2000) argued that there were two categories of learning mechanisms in human brain. One is implicit mechanism which is inherent in the brain. The other is explicit mechanism which usually refers to classroom learning and teacher’s explanation. Children usually adopt the former, while adults rely on the latter, gradually losing the capacity to learn language by implicit learning mechanism. Therefore, adults cannot acquire second language as naturally as children, but depend on more rational and self-conscious learning methods. This also explains why adults are very difficult to develop native-like proficiency in L2 intonation and pronunciation. 
3.2 Cognitive Differences
Compared with L2 children, L2 Adults have stronger cognitive abilities which refer to brain-based skills developing over time. They include mechanisms of learning, understanding, problem-solving and attention-focusing in implementing tasks. Children have more acute sensory abilities and imaginal thinking abilities, so they mainly understand and acquire knowledge through audio or visual aids or other forms of sensory input. In contrast, adults possess stronger abstract thinking ability and linguistic consciousness due to cognitive maturity, which enable them to comprehend more abstract language knowledge and rules inferentially, and to analyze, induce and handle more profound and complicated language problems. This can explain why adult learners can master L2 vocabulary, syntax and morphology, etc. faster and more efficiently than children. N. Ellis one pointed out that children learners differed  from adults in two respects: the first is children’s knowledge about the world develops synchronically with their linguistic knowledge, while adults construct their L2 knowledge system based on concepts which have existed in their brain. The second is that adult learners have possessed important analysis ability and logical thinking ability when they begin to learn L2, while children lack these cognitive skills whether when they learn L1 or L2. Besides, more complete cognitive skills enable adults to plan their language learning actively, formulate learning strategies rationally, and sometimes reflect on learning effect and progress to improve learning efficiency. Therefore, adults are reported to learn L2 more permanently and effectively as compared to children who learn second language with more random and playful attitudes because of limited cognitive level. 
3.3 Affective Differences
Because of mental maturity, adult learners’ psychology is easier to fluctuate with affective factors than children in SLA. According to Affective Filter Hypothesis proposed by Krashen (2008), affective filter refers to an internal processing mechanism which is triggered by such factors as learners’ motivation, attitude, anxiety, and demand, and by which learners screen and filter the input language information subconsciously. Affective filter usually forms after puberty, so affective filter more frequently occurs to adult learners than child learners. It is a kind of psychological barrier which may inhibit learners’ learning and using second language. Therefore, adults are very difficult to learn second language in a relaxed and natural way like children. Instead, they are affected by subtle psychological or emotional factors to a great extent, such as motivation, attitude, confidence and anxiety, etc. Therefore, child learners are thought to be more relaxed and delighted than adult learners in SLA, because their learning activity may be unconscious and free from affective hindrance, while adults seem to feel more difficult and stressful because of disturbance of complicated emotional factors.   
[bookmark: _Hlk37186029]3.3.1 Differences in Motivation and attitude
Motivation, including integrative motivation and instrumental motivation, refers to learners’ orientation towards the goal of L2 learning. Integrative motivation can be defined as positive attitudes toward the target language group and the interest in interacting with members of the target language group and integrating into that group. Instrumental motivation means more functional reasons for learning a language, such as getting a better job or a promotion, or passing an examination．Apparently, children have stronger integrative motivation than adults in L2 learning while adult learners have stronger instrumental motivation than children. Child learners are intensively interested in not only the target language itself, but also and its culture language and  native speakers. They desire to learn more about the target language and integrate into its culture and society, so they are willing to communicate with native speakers and imitate their pronunciation and tone. Therefore, such motivation and attitude are very helpful in spoken language improvement and cultural adaption. However, such interest and enthusiasm in L2 learning may decline gradually with increasing age. More adults learn L2 for realistic reasons or pragmatic goals, such as enhancing competitiveness in job hunting. These goals can also drive them to make effort in L2 learning and achieve high level of language competence, but intrinsic interest and impetus may lead to more enjoyable learning and greater success. 
3.3.2 Differences in Confidence and Anxiety
Although confidence and anxiety may affect second language learners at any age, adults and children apparently are different in degree and frequency of confidence and anxiety. Children usually obtain more praise and encouragement in use of second language, so they may show greater confidence and less pressure to speak with the target language from the very beginning. The society has higher expectation towards the performance of adults in foreign language, with less tolerance to mistakes by adults. It is natural that adults are under greater psychological pressure, afraid of making mistakes and embarrassing themselves in public. Compared with child learners, they feel frustration and anxiety more often. Anxiety in language learning refers to a kind of fearful and uneasy psychological state in the process of learning and using second language. Anxiety includes state anxiety and trait anxiety. State anxiety occurs when learners cannot deal with a learning task successfully at a given point of time and hence lose confidence in themselves. Trait anxiety refers to relatively stable tendency to be anxious when learners suffer from repeated failures in learning L2 and hence completely lose confidence and produces a sense of fear or even resistance against learning. Trait anxiety lasts for longer time and does greater harm to learning than state anxiety. Although children sometimes feel frustrated and helpless in face of failures, they are very easy to be comforted and then continue to believe that they can learn second language well with the timely help of parents and teachers. Therefore, child learners’ anxiety can be regarded as state anxiety because they generally experience less difficulty in language learning and slighter learned helplessness. Adult learners who experience repeated frustrations often have a sense of learned helplessness, and they are very difficult to be persuaded into eliminating such emotion and establishing confidence. This inhibitive psychology may hinder the input language information from transforming into learned knowledge. Based on the analysis above, we can say that adult learners may suffer from trait anxiety more frequently. 
IV. Teaching Approaches for L2 Children and L2 Adults
Effects of mother language and other factors on child learners and adult learners require teachers to endeavor to reduce disturbance of mother tongue on learners through increasing their exposure to the target language and to handle appropriately the interaction of various factors in SLA. Meanwhile, differences between two populations indicate that teachers should comply with a principle of differentiation in choosing teaching strategies and modes for them. 
4.1 Teaching Approaches for Child Learners
L2 children have strong plasticity in pronunciation, good memory and fast adaptation to environment. They are more suitable to accept more exposure to natural language input. The determination of teaching strategies for them should be combined with their physiological and psychological advantages. In view of children’s flexibility in speech organ and acuteness in listening as well as their preference to imaginal thinking, teachers can adopt audio-video approach, game approach and situational approach as regular teaching approaches for child learners. 
4.1.1 Audio-video Approach
Childhood is the sensitive period of development of spoken language and listening comprehension. Teachers should focus on training of pronunciation and tone and cultivation of listening and speaking abilities by imposing a lot of audio-video stimuli on child learners. Because of their relatively limited cognitive level, it’s not suitable to impart them superfluous grammar knowledge beyond their comprehension. Otherwise, they may treat language learning as a burden and thus lose interest in it. Strong imitation ability and acute hearing enable them to imitate and identify accent and tone of the target language very well. With adequate exposure to language, most of them can acquire standardized accent and tone. Teachers can strengthen sensory stimuli to children by playing cartoon, film, DVD, etc. and using other multimedia teaching aids. Teachers are suggested to establish a certain connection between sound and the object, in order to lessen difficulty in their learning abstract language and ensure their interest and enthusiasm in learning. 
4.1.2 Game Approach 
Game approach means teaching children the language knowledge to children through designing and organizing simple and interesting classroom games. Game is consistent with children’s nature of liking playing, so it is easy to be accepted by children. Combination of game with language teaching is not only helpful to create an enjoyable and relaxed classroom atmosphere for child learners, but also to arouse children’s interest and sense of fulfillment in language learning. Game teaching approach is thought as effective to promote children’s language development and social development. As instructors and organizers, teachers should design games according to children’s mental and intelligent features, specific teaching content and objective and encourage every child to acquire language skills through active participation in games. 
4.1.3 Situational Approach
Situational approach means that teachers purposely introduce or create vivid scenes with a certain emotional color to help students understand and memorize knowledge. In view that children are good at imaginal thinking, teachers can adopt situational teaching method to simulate the real communication environment. Children are encouraged to use their limited vocabulary and language knowledge and find pleasure from it. Teachers can create various scene by various ways, such as using a question, pictures, multimedia teaching tools and real life. For example, when a teacher explains an English grammar knowledge “subjective mood”, he or she can create an unreal scene of space travel by asking students to make an incomplete sentence “If I were to travel in space, I would...” a complete one. In this way, students may be inspired to express what they imagine about such a scene. In a word, situational approach is helpful to give full play to children’s advantage in imaginal thinking.  
4.2 Teaching Approaches for Adult Learners
Due to mental and cognitive maturity, adult learners are more adaptive to informative language learning. They usually understand and master language properties through teachers’ systematic explanation and their own self-conscious learning, but meanwhile, they may have little inclination to communicate by using the target language because of inhibition which forms after puberty and weak intrinsic impetus to learn L2 because of affective barriers. Therefore, we should develop adult students’ communicative skills and inspire their learning motivation, by communicative approach, and task-based teaching approach and emotional encouragement approach.
4.2.1 Communicative Approach
Communicative Approach or Communicative language teaching (CLT) refers to the language teaching approach emphasizing interaction as both the means and the ultimate study goal. Language is learned mainly for purpose of communication, so cultivation of communicative competence should be an important task of language teaching. However, because of weaker willingness to communicate than children, adult learners are found to be not so active as child learners in opening their mouth in classroom. They prefer to be imparted more complicated and systematic linguistic knowledge in a relatively quiet environment, ignoring training of ability in oral expression. To change this situation, we should strengthen their awareness of speech training in classroom through some communicative exercises such as pair or group activities, on one hand, and on the other hand, we should give them some guidance in cultural identification, helping them to understand L2 culture and thinking modes and then produce a desire for cross-cultural communication. Only through repeated  communication in the target language, their rational knowledge and sentimental knowledge can be integrated into internalized communicative competence.  
4.2.2 Task-based Language Teaching Approach 
Task-based language teaching means that students are asked to accomplish meaningful tasks using the target language. According to Ellis (2003), task-based teaching is inheritance and development of communicative teaching ideas. It takes fundamental teaching objective as accomplishment of language task. Language learning is a step-by-step process which progresses from meaning to form and from function to expression. Ellis encouraged learners to participate in meaningful verbal communication, pointing out that as far as adult learners are concerned, fluency of language expression is more important than accuracy. This approach is very popular with foreign language teachers in colleges and universities, because it is consistent with adult learners’ features. According to some research results, the older the learners are, the more difficult they are to reach the native-like level in accent and tone, because of neurological and masculine restrictions. Therefore, teaching emphasis should be placed on fluency in expression and clearness in thinking rather than accuracy in pronunciation. Task-based language teaching is a very suitable teaching method not only for speaking courses, but also for courses of grammar, reading, translation and writing, etc.
4.2.3 Emotional Encouragement Approach 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Teachers should arouse students’ motivation to learn, cultivate their positive attitudes towards L2 and alleviate their learning anxiety. L2 adults tend to lose confidence and impetus in language learning if their negative emotion cannot be released for a long time. In second language teaching, teachers should keep a closer eye on psychological fluctuation of adult students and give them timely guidance in settlement of emotional and ideological problems in language learning. Oxford & Shearin once give teachers five suggestions based on comprehensive analysis of motivation psychology: the first is understanding definitely students’ purpose of learning foreign language; the second is guiding students to treat success and failure of language learning in a right way; c. the third is explaining students the advantages of learning foreign language from different viewpoints and by different methods; the fourth is creating a comfortable learning environment to satisfy students’ psychological needs and minimize their anxiety; the fifth is incorporating incentive into teaching design of foreign language. As we know, sincere encouragement and timely praise are helpful for students to establish self-esteem and confidence. Teachers can reduce students’ anxiety towards classroom, examination and communication through non-competition classroom activities, considerate pre-examination instructions and relaxed daily dialogue in the target language. 
IV. Conclusion
Childhood may be the critical period or sensitive period of language competence development, but it doesn’t mean impossibility for adults to achieve success in language learning. L2 learners, whether children or adults have similarities and differences in various ways. They may experience similar difficulties and problems. They should abide by some common rules of language learning. Of course, their physiological, cognitive and affective features lead to different strengths and weaknesses in SLA. Although as much exposure to the target language as possible is generally applicable and effective to the two populations, teachers still should adopt some other differentiating teaching methods according to their own features. For child learners, relaxed and playful language environment with colorful games, lifelike scenes and interesting audio-video materials may be more effective to improve their spoken expression and listening comprehension. For adult learners, teachers had better focus on promoting their fluency in expression, smooth communication and systematic mastery of more complicated linguistic language. 
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