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?

Introduction

Language is an essential medium for people to communicate and interact in the society, especially with the global development of world. Acquiring a second language, not only the native language shows an upward turn among the important skills of people. In this way, the term of “second language acquisition” (SLA) occurs. Although second language acquisition is defined broadly, according to (Mitchell et.al, 2019) second language acquisition is acquiring a new language later than the first language learning when people are infants or very young children. For the purposes mentioned above, the popularity of learning as the second language soars in the language education in schools and families. As a result, the study of second language acquisition swell with the language education progressing. Gass (2013) put forward the advantages of study second language from some aspects, saying that acquiring second language helps us understand the concept of language as a "human" characteristic, that is, genetic evolution; the teaching methods and courses of teachers to implement in the classes could be aid to developed; policy makers are likely to make their policies about bilingual education evolved by the means of studying second language. That is to say, the study and exploration of second language acquisition would be significant. In teacher’s position, it was proved that it is meaningful to learn about the study of second language acquisition. Lightbown and Spada (2000) claim that age is a critical factor which influence second language acquisition. For example, the fluency of children to speak a second language as native speaker is in a higher chance than the older learners (ie post-pubertal learners). The older learners might find it difficult to reach a high level of spoken language, especially in the aspect of pronunciation/accent. Among the study of the age factor, a noticeable part to be processed is “critical period” or “sensitive period” for second language learning. Roughly explaining critical period is that someone believes during human development, the brain often successfully learns language over a period of time and usually, this critical period ends around adolescence. (Lightbown and Spada, 2000) To present the critical period hypothesis in detail, this essay would mainly concentrate on the rationale of “critical period hypothesis” and discussion of comparing L2 children with L2 adults by talking about the similarities and difference between these two populations. In the end, this essay aims to remark how it would affect my teaching methodology and put forward some possible advice about the improvement of my language teaching approaches.   

Body part
[bookmark: OLE_LINK25][bookmark: OLE_LINK26]As Lightbown and Spada (2000) and many other researchers of second
language acquisition mentioned, the certain characteristics of learners such
as age, intelligence, aptitude, motivation, learner beliefs and so on are likely to contribute to the achievement of language acquisition. An important factor amid them is the age when the learning begins, which plays critical role in second 
language learning. Discussed in the chapter that Lightbown and Spada (2000) addressed, it is generally noticed that children from immigrant families would ultimately speak the language of their new community as fluently as locals, while their parents rarely reach such high levels of spoken language. For example, many second language learners in their adulthood are able to communicate in this language very successfully, but for most people, differences in accent, vocabulary choices, or grammatical characteristics make them learn from native English speakers and from an early age that second language learners of this language are distinguished. That is to say, in the process of second language learning, children and adults are found to have difference in the performance. Even though the adults might be able to accomplish the communication with native speakers as younger learners, their accent, word choice and grammar structures may be disparate. 

The notion of critical period hypothesis
The understandings about critical period hypothesis of the researchers are approximately similar. According to Lenneberg (1967), “Innate behaviours have an ‘expiration date’ after which the ability to acquire a certain innate competence declines: critical period.” To be exact, in language learning, there are a crucial age phase for learners to acquire and usually the period is between infancy until puberty. To make it clear, in the language learn process, children normally perform better than adult, which should favor children getting through a higher level of final proficiency. Johnson and Newport (1989) record the brief of an experiment of proving the critical period hypothesis in second language acquisition. According to Johnson and Newport (1989), this prediction was confirmed by a research extracting the methodology as 46 subjects varied in age of arrival in the United States from ages 3 to 39; throughout that range there was a fairly even distribu­tion of ages of arrival. Age of arrival was considered the age of first exposure to English. comparing 46 native speakers of Korean or Chinese who arrived in the United States between the ages of 3 and 39 and their English level. These people have lived in the United States for 3 to 26 years. The researchers tested subjects' grasp of English grammatical structures with various grammatical judgment tasks. Both correlation analysis and r-test analysis show that early arrivals have a clear and powerful advantage over late arrivals. Moreover, the test performance is linearly related to the age of reaching puberty; after puberty, the outcome of performance shows a down curve, but varies greatly, regardless of the age reached. This age results show that the impact is not an inadvertent result, the difference in quantity experience in English, motivation, self-awareness, or American identity. This influence also appears in every grammatical structure test, although the structure is significantly different from the learners in the degree to which they master. These results support the conclusion that the critical period of language acquisition extends its influence to second language acquisition. There provides strong evidence for a biologically based decline in the ability for language acquisition. That is to say, it is underlying believed that the critical period basically meets the end at puberty even earlier. If there is no language information before puberty, then the acquisition process cannot be fully launched. (Lenneberg, 1967) This is the basic notion of critical period hypothesis with evidence. It is widely assumed that after a certain age, the innate predisposition for learning a language declines. Furthermore, it is been confirmed that in case of second language learning, there are different sensitive periods of second language learners in learning different parts of grammar.   

How early should acquisition start? 
A large number of research evidence reveal that it is explicit that there are different sensitive periods for different parts of the grammar. (Houwer, 1995). In his research, he quotes that in phonology learning, 6 years old probably is the sensitive period for acquiring native-like phonology. His study states the analysis of two bilingual children who learn about the phonology of English. A child named Isabelle started the acquisition at six-years-old and her native-like levels of competence showed swiftly. With deaf parents, Jim begun the development at three-years-old and when he was 6 he could already have the same proficiency in phonology as others. Scovel (1981) suggests that the ability to recognize foreign accents ends at about 10 and it is also put forward by Johnson and Newport (1989) that exposed to the morphology, syntax and semantics before 15-years-old, the second language learners is likely to perform better in grammatical tests than those have exposure later than 15. Many scholars such as Larew (1961), Scoved (1969), kranshen abd Ladefoged (1975) have all documented that if the second language is acquired after puberty, then the ability to sound like a native speaker will be limited in some way and native speakers could be allowed to identify the second language learners’ speech. In his report published in 1988, Scovel also did an investigation of the difference between the speech recognition of English native speakers to second language learners from steps of differentiation, recognition and identification. It is found that native speakers are able to distinguish the acoustic and phonological features of the speech they heard from L2 learners under 15 effectively even there is fast and messy data even irrelevant. However, the ability for native speakers to differentiate these features could be diminished as the age of L2 learners increase. What’s more, through the voice information of L2 learners, English speakers are not very easy to tell the nonnative voice features if the L2 learners have acquired English before puberty. Plus, in front of young learner, while identifying the nonnative speakers’ syllabic sounds or prosodic features, native speakers are able to command the phonological cues rapidly. To sum up, the researches on the relationship between age at acquisition and second language development mostly concentrate on the learner's phonology (pronunciation) achievement. Overall, it has been concluded that older learners almost avoidably have a pronounced "foreign accent." That is to say, different sensitive periods of parts of grammar learning vary. To conclude briefly, for phonology learning, studies suggest 6 years old is a critical age for obtaining native-like phonology; for comprehension,  it has been proved that the ability to recognize foreign accents ends at about 10; for morphology, syntax and semantics learning, L2 speakers with an initial exposure prior to 15 did better in grammatical tests than L2 speakers with an initial exposure after 15; later studies distinguish between acquisition of morpho-syntax and semantics (Slabakova, 2003) These researches provide the evidence that the language acquisition have the specific critical period which is important to be focused for the aim to achieve the ultimate language acquisition goal for all the L2 learners. 

Some researches on L2 younger learners and L2 older learners
Since the age factor is a neglectable factor that impact second language acquisition, critical period works essentially that leads to the different outcomes of second language acquisition amid the learners from different age groups. Therefore, there are researches about the second language acquisition taking place in these different age groups, relating to the issues of sensitive period which affect the learning process and learning outcome. Here are two studies of testing the chance of nativelike bilingual learners at different ages to make clear the plump of learning abilities to be nativelike speakers as the age grows. One is presented in the research of Abrahamsson and Hylenstam (2009) and the other is retained by Johnson and Newport (1989). 
Abrahamsson and Hyltenstam (2009) claimed that any learner, regardless of the age of acquisition, can achieve a second language level similar to that of the mother tongue, but others believe that, in principle, it is impossible to reach the level of similar mother tongue. This discussion has traditionally been framed in a paradigm of language acquisition during a critical period, and is guided by the question of whether second language acquisition is limited by brain maturity. Abrahamsson and Hyltenstam made a study to explore the abilities of Swedes whose mother tongue is a second language to see if the participants are considered to be close to their mother tongue by those whose mother tongue is a second language. Participants were 195 Spanish-speaking people who had a high level of knowledge of Swedish. They lived in Sweden and the researchers collected samples of their speeches. In the first experiment, a panel of 10 local judges evaluated the locality of the speech samples of these participants, and interspersed with speech samples of some local people. The results of the study show that only a small percentage (5%) of bilinguals who have started second language acquisition after age 12 are considered to be native English speakers. However, of the ten judges, at least nine believe that the majority (62%) under the age of 12 are native speakers. The second experiment consisted of 10 tests, which examined the acquisition of 41 participants from speech perception and production, to grammar and reasoning, to formulaic language. The results show that only the performance of the child learners is close to the mother tongue. The author concludes that it is impossible to completely acquire a second language close to the mother tongue after puberty. 
In Johnson and Newport (1989)’s research, 46 subjects differed in their age ranging from 3 to 39 years old of arrival in the United States were rallied. The age reached is considered to be the age of first exposure to English. The experimental process is to test participants' knowledge of English grammar and lexical knowledge, and to test their judgment on the grammatical correctness of different types of spoken English sentences. Of course, such a task requires language skills in addition to language knowledge in principle, and the test sentences were recorded on a tape by the voice of a Native American woman. Participants should read each sentence twice and pause for 1-2 seconds. The results of the study showed that native speakers of 6 and 7 years of age showed almost perfect performance in the same task. In contrast, the average age of all other age groups is significantly lower than that of natives. This shows that if a person learns a foreign language before the age of 7, he can achieve fluency in the mother tongue; however, immersion even shortly after that age will lead to a decline in final performance.
These experiments also prove the importance of sensitive period from the view of bilingual learners, which explains that as the age develops, the ability of nativelikeness in second language acquisition degrades. 

Is younger really better?
A.	The challenges of critical period hypothesis
Some researchers such as Lightbown and Spada (2000) believe there is no doubt that for L1 acquisition, it is inevitable and obvious to learn from the start of life, which means that learning starting at the younger age shows the better trends of acquisition. As to the acquisition of L2, it is still under debate of “does the younger equals better”?
Lightbown and Spada (2000) claims the notion that “Does younger equals better?” Some people think that changes in brain development will affect the nature of language acquisition. According to this view, language learning that occurs after the end of the critical period may not be based on innate biological structure, which is considered to be helpful for first language acquisition or second language acquisition in early childhood. In contrast, older learners rely on more general learning abilities, just as they are used to learn other skills or information. Some people think that in terms of language learning, these general learning abilities are not as successful as the more specific and natural learning abilities of young children. The most common saying is that this critical period ends around adolescence, but some researchers believe that it may be even earlier. In an informal language learning environment, young learners usually have more time to devote to language learning. They usually have more opportunities to hear and use language in an environment where they have no strong pressure to speak fluently and accurately from the start. In addition, their early imperfect efforts are often praised, or at least accepted. On the other hand, older learners are often in an environment that requires more complex language and expresses more complex ideas. Adults are often embarrassed by their lack of mastery of language. After experiencing the frustration of trying to express their meaning accurately, they may have a sense of insufficiency. In recent years, from several different perspectives, the critical period hypothesis has been challenged. Some studies have shown that, at least in the early stages of second language development, older learners are more efficient at learning second languages than younger learners. In educational research, it is reported that in the long run, learners who start learning a second language from elementary school do not perform better than those who start learning from early adolescence. In addition, there are countless anecdotes about older learners (teenagers and adults) reaching a high level of second language proficiency.
B.	Issues of cognition
The most common concern is that children who are exposed to more than one language at an early stage of development may be confused in language, cognition, emotion, and even morality. Faced with such concerns and prejudices, parents, educators and legislators found themselves seriously doubting the viability of bilingual education. If, in some cases, raising children in bilingualism is not a social need, but one of many choices, then in a bilingual education environment in a monolingual environment, parents may choose the more cautious choice, namely Family education in a single language. (Meisel, 2004)
In addition, Genesee (2003) also mentioned some concerns of the language acquisition of bilingual children due to the cognition. According to him, whether it is direct acquisition or indirect acquisition, the consequences of bilingualism are often overshadowed by expectations that early bilingualism is problematic and challenges developing children. The challenges faced by bilingual children as they grow up are often considered far-reaching and largely harmful. For instance, when reviewing earlier research on bilingualism and personality formation, we concluded that bilingualism can result in emotional disorders, especially psychodynamic conflicts (such as schizophrenia in extreme cases). Approaching this issue, some studies report that bilingual children exhibit lower language intelligence or ability. What’s more, the view that bilingual acquisition is a deficit raises many important specific questions: Regarding the nature, mode and development speed of bilingual acquisition, that is, whether the baby is exposed to both languages have been challenged from the beginning. Because some people think that the "defective" view refers to the fact that babies and children tend to learn only one language physiologically, so they cannot or cannot acquire two languages at the same time. At a minimum, babies must have two key abilities to master two languages, namely the ability to distinguish important language-related differences at the same time and the ability to auditory input and memorize this information. In the absence of these basic principles, in terms of ability, babies often cannot distinguish one language from another when entering, nor can they remember the auditory information related to language in the input. While these information such as memory is essential for building different language systems. These all shows the concerns that due to their limited cognition at their ages, infants even young children are not quite possible to learn the second language well. 
While research in the past two decades has shown that babies have these abilities and are also capable of maneuvering. Therefore, the process of allowing bilingual learning to begin at the fetal stage is earlier than expected. Boysson-Bardies (2001) pointed out that within 24 hours after birth, newborns prefer mothers 'voices rather than samples of mothers' voices from outside. Newborns are able to distinguish between the pronunciation of their mother tongue and the pronunciation of foreign languages, indicating that infants' preferences are related to perception. Babies are good at perceiving the dynamic characteristics of language input, and more specifically, rhythm. This is important because rhythm may be a clue to the early recognition of bilingual input. The native language here refers to the language used by the parents, and the baby can hear it both before and after delivery. When the language samples are filtered, as long as the prosodic cues remain, the baby can continue to distinguish between indigenous and foreign languages. This emphasizes again that the importance of rhythm in the early analysis. For language samples. Babies show the ability to distinguish familiar, previously heard language. This implies that they have formed a neural representation. Plus, experiments show that Spanish-Catalan bilingual babies learning two mother tongues from 135 to 139 days can distinguish these same languages as children who learn only one language at the same age. In other words, the discriminating ability of bilingual children did not delay or accelerate language contact for two reasons. The additional evidence for the newborn ’s innate preparation for language learning comes from extensive language surveys of monolingual children ’s perception of human segmental characteristics. Classification perception has been confirmed in pre-language monolingual infants. Between 6 and 8 months after birth, babies are able to distinguish most voice contrasts used in all languages before learning the language. The experience with the mother tongue began to develop the ability to perceive early in the baby's development-the ability to discriminate in the womb. That is, babies can be distinguished from phoneme differences shortly after birth. It can be seen from this that time is very important. For the human brain, to analyze and understand bilingual input, learning must begin as soon as possible.
That is to say, the different perceptions of “does younger equals better” might be varied if considering the second languages learning from different view.

The characteristics of L2 learners at different ages
As teachers, they should make a clear distinction between L2 children learners and L2 adult learners, which may influence the decision of the teaching approaches in the classrooms. According to Harmer (2001), the needs, abilities and cognitive skills of people of different ages vary. It is generally believed that a young brain has plasticity. Another view is that teenagers lack motivation, surly dispositions, and are not cooperative, so they are bad language learners. Others seem to think that adults have too many barriers to learning (both because of aging reduction and because of their past experience), so they rarely have a chance of success.
Considering the learners at different ages were same in each group age. There are obviously specific learning characteristics at their own age. The learning characteristics of young children, especially in their age of nine or ten differ much from older learners or adult learners. Harmer (2001) concludes that as children, when learning languages in the classroom, their learning traits show in these ways as follow. A, children will still give reaction to the meaning even if they do not understand the single words. B, 
they often learn indirectly rather than directly—that is, they obtain information from all directions and learn from everything around them, rather than just focusing on the precise subject they are learning. C, children’s comprehension and learning not only come from explanation, but also what they see and hear from the outside world. For them, the most important thing is being given opportunities to contact and interact. D, they usually show a passion for learning and curiosity about the world around them. E, children care a lot of individual attention and teacher’s recognition. They are keen to talk about themselves, responding well to learning that regards themselves and their life as the main topic in the classroom. F, their attention span is limited. Unless the activities are very attractive, they are easily bored and lose interest in about ten minutes. (Harmer, 2001)
The learning traits of adolescents is mentioned by Harmer (2001) as well.  Comparing to children learners, it is generally believed that one of the key issues for adolescents is the search for personal identity, which might be full of challenges to this age group learners. Identity must be established between classmates and friends; for students, the recognition of classmates may be more important than the attention of teachers, and the attention of teachers which is crucial for young children.
In terms of adult learners, there are some special learning characteristics of these age-group learners which exceed younger learners. A, they can engage in abstract thinking. “Those who succeed at language learning in later life, often depend on the conscious exercise of their considerable intellects, unlike children to whom language acquisition naturally happens” (Pinker, 1994) This illuminates that it is not necessary for teachers to depend entirely on the activities like songs and games, although there are still some students who find these activities are appropriate for them to learn. B, they have a whole set of life experiences to use. They would have prediction for the learning process and they are likely to draw their own learning model. C, in general, adults tend to be more self-disciplined than some teenagers, and more importantly, they are often ready to continue to struggle when they are bored. D, adults usually attend the classes with rich experience, allowing teacher to carry out ranges of activities with adult learners. E, differ much from younger learners, they usually know clearly why they study and what they want to learn from it. Many adults can maintain a certain level of motivation by sticking to a distant goal, but teenagers may find it difficult to do so. (Harmer, 2001)
However, adults cannot always learn without problems. They have many characteristics that sometimes make learning and teaching problems. A, they can criticize teaching methods. Their previous learning experience may make them lean towards a particular method style, which may make them not willing to accept unfamiliar teaching models. B, they may be hostile to certain teaching and learning activities that repeat the teaching they received early in their educational career. They may have experienced failure or criticism in school, which makes them feel anxious and lack confidence in learning the language. C, “Many older adults worry that their intellectual powers may be diminishing with age-they are concerned to keep their creative powers alive to maintain a sense of generativity”. (Williams and Burden, 1997) However, as Alan Rogers (1996) suggested, this creative ability is directly related to how much learning they have done in adult life before entering a new learning experience. 
Thereby, as L2 learners from different ages, the activities would be a crucial part to engage students and get them motivated. Although learners at different age groups show the different tolerance of boring activity when they lose their concentration, the learning efficiency could be promoted with appropriate activities.  

The foreign language teaching approaches I would implement in the classes. 
As a well-prepared teacher, I am likely to face students at different age groups in the future. It is really essential to me to navigate appropriate teaching methods in the classrooms. As discussed above, the learning characteristics of different age groups support the decision of classroom setting, activities design and teaching methodologies implement. Based on the learning characteristics of children learners, it can be concluded that good teachers at this level need to provide a wealth of learning experience and encourage students to obtain information from various sources. I am supposed to work with students individually or in small groups to establish good relationships. I need to plan a series of activities within a given time period because students could lose concentration shortly. Once seeing the students are bored, the students should be allowed to carry out the next exercise. We can also draw some conclusions about what kind of classroom should be suitable for young children and what might happen. First of all, the classroom are expected to be bright and colorful, and have windows so that children can see outside and have enough space for different activities. We may expect them to study in groups in different parts of the classroom and switch activities about every ten minutes. Because children put much interests in discovering and showing well performance when asked to use their imagination, they are likely to participate in activities like puzzles, do things, draw things, play games, do sports or sing. 
As to teenagers, if participate, they should have a great learning ability, a great creative potential, and a passionate feeling to things that interest them. At this age, there is nothing more exciting than a group of actively engaged young people passionately pursuing a learning goal. Therefore, my job must be to stimulate student participation with relevant and involved materials. Meanwhile, I am supposed to make every effort that I can to support our students ’self-esteem and always be aware of their need for identity. In addition, I should have the capacity to discuss abstract issues with them. In fact, part of my job is to stimulate their intellectual activity by helping them realize the opposing ideas and concepts they can solve on their own, although I still need my guidance. 
Facing to adult learners, high-qualified teachers will consider all these factors of adult learners’ characteristics. I realize that their students are more likely to stick to an activity than younger students (although their motivation could also be downgraded by the boredom). In addition to allowing students to learn more through reading, listening, speaking and writing, I should also allow students to use their intelligence to learn with awareness when appropriate. Encouraging students to combine their life experience with the learning process is also much helpful. 

Conclusion
In language acquisition, the critical period plays an essential role which influence the language acquisition. The sensitive period basically ends at or before puberty. However, “does younger equals better?” is still under debate. What’s more, considering the age difference in different dimension is also very important. That is to say, the study of critical period still has a long way to go. As a teacher in the future, I am supposed to take the age difference of learners into account and navigate appropriate teaching approaches in the classes to achieve the most efficient second language teaching goals.
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