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Abstract: This essay explores the influence of age on second language acquisition through a review of critical period hypothesis, analyzes the characteristics of children and adults’ second language learning respectively, compares the similarities and differences between the two populations in second language acquisition and elaborates some implications to the second language teaching practice combined with the actual situation of language learning related to the age factor.
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Introduction:
Second language acquisition means that for some reason (going abroad, immigrating, having two working languages in his own country, etc.) the learner studies another language in addition to his mother tongue. Age is one of the important factors that lead to different results in language acquisition, but it is also one of the most controversial topics in the research of second language acquisition. A lot of applied linguists, psychologists, and educators have taken a large amount of time studying the relationship between age and second language acquisition with different subjects from different perspectives, but the results are inconsistent. In spite of that, the research of age’s influence has never been stopped, and has even become one of the hot spots in the area of second language acquisition, because the study of the second language acquisition’ age has significant importance both theoretically and practically, which not only helps to explore the mystery of cognition in the brain of human, but also directly relates to the choice of the second language teaching mode and the orientation of learning strategies. This paper attempts to summarize the similarities and differences between children and adults in the learning of second language, and to explore some implications of these findings for current foreign language teaching.  
As we all know, children can easily master their mother tongue as long as they have a certain language environment. However, foreign language acquisition is not easy for some adults. In applied linguistics, second language acquisition as an independent research subject, has been trying to explore why the end results of foreign language learning are different. To answer this question, the researchers found that there were significant differences between different learners, such as ability, motivation, attitude, personality and intelligence. One of the most significant reasons why foreign language learners are not as successful as native speakers is that foreign language learning begins much later than native speakers. Therefore, it is generally believed that age can predict the level of second language ability. In fact, age determines the ability and performance of second-language learners to some extent. 
Critical Period Hypothesis of language acquisition 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK22][bookmark: OLE_LINK23]Lenneberg first proposed the concept of the critical period hypothesis of language acquisition in 1967. It means that language acquisition occurs naturally before puberty without effort. He believes that the brain hemispheric function is done around puberty, while brain plasticity disappears. Therefore, the fact that the left hemisphere is responsible for language function means that second language learning is less likely to succeed after this period. In his opinion, language acquisition will be the most easy and complete during a certain period of time due to physiological factors. Once this time has passed, language acquisition is limited to a certain extent. 
His idea has aroused great interest among language researchers and ordinary scholars. Many researches have proved that a critical period for language learning is indeed exist. Taking "wolf child" in the United States as an example, a girl named Genie because of the influence of surrounding environment, she missed the opportunity to learn language and behavior habits before the age of 13. After 5 years of educational practice she still can not reach the language level of children of the same age. She cannot communicate with people normally it is precisely because she missed the critical period for language learning.
In our daily experience, some people believes that the younger the child, the faster and better the quality of learning a second language. Researchers have also generally found that language is easier to acquire in childhood than in adulthood. From a neurological perspective, Penfield and Lenneberg put forward that lateralization is a key cause affecting second language acquisition. Brain function lateralization is basically formed during a child's adolescence. As their brains become unilateral after puberty, they are no longer able to acquire language spontaneously and efficiently. 
The opponents of critical period hypothesis have proposed an abiotic basis for the explanation, arguing that psychosocial factors such as input of language and the development of cognition are the major determinants of differences in final levels. Their main arguments are: (1)Krashen's "input hypothesis", which holds that all people at any age could learn the language with abundant inputs and an suitable degree of affective filtering; (2) The differences between children and adults in neural aspects of the brain are not enough to explain the significant differences in learners' second language acquisition level. The critical period theory ignores the important role of learning environment and learning motivation. (3) There is no evidence to show that there are qualitative differences between children and adults in the way of learning second language. on the contrary, the types of mistakes they make and the path of language development are similar; (4) The critical period theory cannot explain the children who start at an early age but end up unsuccessful in second language learning;(5) Supporters of the critical period hypothesis place too much emphasis on unsuccessful adult L2 learners and ignore those adult learners who do reach an almost native level. 
Krashen believes that the theory of hemispheric dominance no longer explains the age difference because the left hemisphere of the brain is fully developed before puberty. That's according to tests of dual hearing, observations of motor skills, and even differences in the shape of the brain's hemispheres in babies before birth. He proposed an even earlier time for functional specialization, which was around five years old. He acknowledges that hemispheric specialization begins at birth and is completed before puberty. He points out that most language functions are already in the left hemisphere by the age of five, and some are later specialized. Finally, he came to the conclusion that there is no inevitable connection between brain functional specialization and second language acquisition, and the completion of brain functional specialization does not mean that it is an absolute obstacle to second language acquisition.
At the same time, combining with some linguists like Genessee and Taylor, they believe that adults should be better language learners because they have cognitive advantages. Therefore, Krashen proposed that in early language acquisition, older children and adults have more advantages in cognitive ability. Second, Krashen agrees with Schumann. Schumann (1975) believed that the difficulty of language acquisition after adolescence was closely related to the psychological and social factors of individuals at that age. In particular, according to Larsen and Smalley (1972), with the arrival of adolescence, a person's personality characteristics gradually become prominent. Obviously, this makes it difficult to adapt to the new language patterns required by the second language. When one is no longer dependent on others for security, and his independence becomes stronger and stronger, it is difficult for him to integrate into the new language mode required by the second language.
Furthermore, Schumann (1975) found that adults and teenagers have a strong sense of self-protection. When learning a second language, they seldom communicate with strangers. They are wary of new things and are afraid of making mistakes in the new language environment. Krashen's " Affective Filter Hypothesis" also believes that affective filter is a barrier to second language acquisition. As is known to all, affective filter theory holds that a great number of appropriate environments does not definitely lead to the success of the target language learning, because emotional factors play an important role in the process of second language acquisition. Input can only become intake through emotional filtering. Emotional factors will decide whether impede or facilitate the transmission of input to the organ in human brain for language acquisition.
 
The reasons for age’s influences on second language acquisition 
A lot of researchers, such as Larsen-Freeman, believe that there are different explanations for the impact of age in the process of second-language acquisition, the reasons can be summarized as follows:
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]1. Neurological explanation. First, as people mature, the two halves of the brain have different functions. Second, the ability of learning a second language also declines with the loss of nerve elasticity. It can be concluded that human brain’s plasticity decreases or disappears by aging. 
2. Cognitive theory explanation. Children’s cognitive level is in the course of developing, their memory is good and the imitation ability is strong during immature stage. If the external environment has giving them a foreign language message, they will unconsciously imitate and practice the output, so they will be more accurate than adults in such aspects as pronunciation and intonation. Therefore, in the process of language acquisition, children will be less affected by emotions and other factors. When a child is about eleven years old, his perceptual cognition begins to move from concrete to abstract thinking. The development of language ability lags behind cognition development. 
Adults’ logical and analytical abilities play a vital role in second language acquisition. By the time they learn a second language, their cognition has developed. Therefore, in the grasp of language knowledge and the application of the learned language knowledge, adults have obvious advantages in grammar and other aspects due to their ability of logic and comprehensive analysis. Since the cognition and language development of adults do not go on simultaneously, and the thinking ability is separated from the language ability, some difficulties have been encountered in the course of language acquisition.
3. The perspective of input explanation. Children receive better input than adults in second language acquisition. Therefore, it will provide a lot of materials for children to learn. At the same time, children’s learners are also better at communicating with their native peers. Through smooth and spontaneous communication, they can carry out some phonetic exercises better and easier, thus making their second language more fluent and authentic.
4. Social psychology explanation. At this point, there is a huge difference between adults and children. In some cases, adults may deliberately speak a certain form of language to highlight their identity, status, and so on, which is exactly the difference from children in languages learning.
5. Emotional factors explanation. Anxiety, motivation, depression and many other emotions affect the result of second language acquisition to different degrees. Negative emotions like too much anxiety and lack of confidence are the filters of language learning. Once learners have this kind of emotion, they will find it much harder to acquire a second language for they cannot effectively use the input information. Because children do not have to worry about exams, can study in a relaxed and pleasant environment without pressure and other factors, so they have many advantages that adults do not have. However, because adults are afraid of making mistakes, losing face and other things around them, emotional factors will constantly hinder their comprehensive input of information. Therefore, children will be less affected by emotional factors due to their young age and become easy to acquire second language.

The critical period hypothesis is overblown because adults are better than children at some aspects of second language acquisition. In practice, children and adults have their own advantages and disadvantages in second language acquisition.
Characteristics of children’s second language acquisition
1. Mother Tongue Interference 
In early childhood, children's mother tongue thinking is initially formed. Take Chinese children learning English as an example. Most children begin to learn pinyin when they are young, and English letters are similar to Chinese pinyin in many aspects, such as pronunciation and writing. Children usually confuse the two languages which leads to a delay in learning their mother tongue. Through observation and review of the relevant research, the author found that children who grow up in bilingual family environment tend to master two languages well, but compared with children of single-language families, the simultaneous infusion of two languages will lead to the development of language ability will be relatively late and even sometimes there will be a mixture of the two languages. Bilingualism does interfere with each other. 
2. Language Environment Influence
Children learn their babbling by listening to the language of the people around them and imitating. they often learn the mother tongue through a great deal of language input, and have a lot more time listening to the people around them than speaking. Whether children learn and imitate intentionally or selectively in the language environment taught by their parents, teachers or others around them, or unconsciously learn and imitate by watching TV, listening to children's songs and other activities, it all needs a good language learning environment. The environmental impact on learning English is self-evident. Once children lack the necessary listening and speaking language environment, the use of second language and later correction will be influenced unfavorably. The influence of environment is extremely important for second language learning. If the second language is not likely to be in the main position in daily communication and social activities, the lack of language environment will result in an unideal learning effect.

Characteristics of adults' second language acquisition
Adults have great advantages in second language learning: adults have mastered the mother tongue and established a metalinguistic consciousness. Therefore, the learning method is no longer from emotional to perceptual, but rational use of language rules to learn and master the language. The starting speed is faster and the learning effect is better than children. Adults already have the ability to read and write in their mother tongue, and can use the "positive transfer" function of their mother tongue to enhance the learning effect of second language. In addition, adults have strong ability of cognition and are good at inductive learning. They are able to find rules from numerous and complicated language input, draw inferences from one example to another, and achieve outstanding effect. 
A certain degree of utilitarianism makes the learning motivation clearer, more positive and more active. Many adults find that the second language is an indispensable language tool for their work, they will definitely make use of every opportunity they can to learn the language. They often get unexpected result. 
Adults have logical thinking ability, strong comprehension and acceptance ability, and can systematically learn language grammar, syntax and other complex language structures. Systematic learning can be carried out under the guide of scientific learning methods which is something that younger learners don't have. 
Adults can adopt the learning method of "learning while using". If they are in a certain working environment with the target language the working environment is the place where they learn and use the language. Therefore, they are learning in an environment with high learning efficiency.

Similarities between children and adults in second language acquisition
First of all, they are all in the same environment where there is a lack of language practice. Their second language learning is mainly carried out in classroom. In their daily life, the main language medium for them to communicate with their parents, friends, classmates and teachers is still their mother tongue. As a result, neither children nor adults can enjoy learning second language "at will" in a natural language environment. They can only acquire a second language through constant practice and deliberate learning. 
Secondly, for second-language language learners, both children and adults will be affected by their mother tongue positively or negatively. They already have the grammatical structure of their mother tongue when they learn a second language. Both children and adults will be influenced by the similarities and differences between their first language and their second language in the process of language learning. Assuming that their mother tongue is similar to the second language, the second language learning will be promoted by their mother tongue. On the contrary, the second language learning will be interfered by their mother tongue. This phenomenon in linguistic is called language transfer. 
Third, the common feature of second language acquisition between children and adults is the same learning process. Their learning process are from simple to complex. For instance, all Chinese learners of English start from the simple to the complex, starting with simple ABC. For both children and adults, all textbooks for beginners are from the simple present tense, the simple past tense, the simple future tense, the present perfect, to the past perfect, and even more complex tenses. 
In the course of second language acquisition, we should consider the similarities between children and adults in our teaching, not ignore their differences in learning. Because of their physical and psychological characters, in the teaching process we should fully consider their differences.
Differences between children and adults in second language acquisition
The difference between children and adults in second language learning is obvious. Generally speaking, children and adults learn second language differently in many ways.
1. Differences in physiological cognition 
In second language learning, children have short memory and attention, and can directly receive sounds, but have poor ability to distinguish sounds. In contrast, the pronunciation of adults is influenced by the first language, but they can distinguish the pronunciation well. Children's cognition of language will be very vivid and have no metalinguistic ability. Adults, on the other hand, are more formal and have metalinguistic abilities. In the process of second language acquisition, adults are greatly affected by their mother tongue, while children are rarely influenced by their first language. The reason is that preschool children do not have a complete system of their first language. Children need to acquire a simple second language more than adults do. Children simply imitate speech naturally, will have fewer tenses, simple sentence structure, limited vocabulary, incomplete first language acquisition, etc. Adults do the opposite. Many factors will affect learners to different degrees in the process of second language acquisition. Such as linguistic factors, including phonetics, morphology, syntax, lexicology, first language acquisition, discourse, final language acquisition outline.
2. Differences in acquisition mechanisms 
Different language acquisition system will affect the second language input differently. Chomsky argues that people are born with the ability to acquire language. After babies are born, the language environment and materials around them are very crucial for the development of language acquisition mechanism. For adults, this ability to acquire a second language gradually diminishes, and a system of native grammar is formed in their brains. Second language learners must rely on the complex process of language concepts, systematic language knowledge and native language experience to help them acquire second language. When learning a second language, children do not need to go through the first language, but directly through their ears to get the sounds of the second language. Adults, on the other hand, have already learned their mother tongue with complex vocabulary and grammatical structure. So, when they learn another language, they need to convert it into the first language.
3. Differences in language acquisition environment 
Children's second language acquisition is in a natural language environment. They mainly involve their second language in daily life and games. We can say that they learn naturally rather than deliberately. Imitating the language of the people around them is the main way for them to pick up a second language. They think imitation is a kind of fun, characterized by simple repetition, not a task, and focusing on content rather than form. The more important characteristic is that they learn and use their second language in real communication with others as participants in communication activities. In this process, not only to learn the language, but also to develop the language communicative ability. However, for adult learners, learning a second language in class and using it as an unreal communicative language, which is completely divorced from reality. This form of learning is taught mainly by teachers who are mainly the controllers of the classroom. Students have fewer opportunities to practice. Therefore, it is difficult for students to carry out better second language communication in class. In spare time, learners do not use the second language to communicate, which makes it difficult for them to develop the ability to communicate in the second language. This phenomenon is also a problem studied by many researchers today.
4. Differences in acquisition motivation 
It is clear learning objectives, motivations and interest in the culture of target language that can bring strong motivation in second language learning. When learning the mother tongue, it is necessary for the native learner to use the mother tongue to communicate and seek development. While when learning a second language, second language learners will face many acquired requirements in the course of language learning. It can be said that the acquisition of the mother tongue is our instinctive need, there is no obvious subjective consciousness. However, there are many motivations and reasons for adult second language acquisition. For instance, some people learn a second language out of interest; Some people use a second language as a tool or necessity. Moreover, the process of children's second language acquisition is usually spontaneous in a pleasant way. Most of adults’ acquisition of second language requires taking the initiative, conscious arrangement and long-term training.

Implications for Second Language Teaching
The critical period hypothesis highlights the importance of age factors in the success of second language acquisition but it is not a decisive factor. Many aspects, such as children's interest and emotion, affect language learning to varying degrees. And the earlier starter is not definitely the better. Language learners of different ages have their own strengths. In the process of children's learning, parents and teachers should not exaggerate the role of the critical period, and take a realistic and scientific attitude toward children's second language education. They should not force children to learn passively, but let children to acquire language in the situation of unconscious play. Don't be influenced by those around and follow in their footsteps regardless of reality. Only to relax the mentality and respect the child, combined with scientific and effective measures, so that there will be less twists and turns in the road of children's second language learning. 
Parents should make accurate positioning for their children. Children begin to learn to speak in early childhood, when the foundation of mother tongue is not firm, and the simultaneous input of multiple languages will lead to the confusion of children's language information, and even affect their overall language development ability later in life. Therefore, parents should combine the actual situation of the child's development in all aspects to let the child learn the second language. At that time, taking mastering the mother tongue as the principal thing, and supplemented by learning a second language. Parents should respect their children and not force them to learn. As parents, it is necessary to give the children enough freedom to grow up. If they only pursue social trends and do not choose courses according to their interests, they may become bored with language learning and even avoid other subjects. It is important for children in early childhood to develop their own interests and to grow up freely.
Foreign language teachers should be inspired in the process of teaching: teachers should pay attention to the development stage of language learners, and judge which stage should focus on the cultivation of what kind of language knowledge and skills through different development stages. Language teachers are not only disseminators of language knowledge and skills, but also observers and researchers. In view of the possible correlation between age factor and second language learning, teachers should attach great importance to this factor, observe and record students' learning behaviors in class practice. In this way, teachers can judge students' different acquisition stages according to their different performances, and then choose appropriate language materials and teaching methods.
Children and adults should have their own emphasis on second language learning. Students of different ages prefer different methods. It depends on the people. 
1.Guide young learners 
Children learning language should be based on natural "acquisition", before the critical period, the language acquisition mechanism plays a leading role in language learning, such as "learning" should focus on pronunciation, because children’s pronunciation organs are flexible and malleable, constantly receive input and output language, can make them lay a good foundation in such aspects as pronunciation, intonation, and the language rhythm. Children have strong mechanical memory, so they should get a lot of language inputs.
Children's second language teaching can focus on listening and speaking activities, relatively less reading and writing, more in the form of games, teaching through play. Could take behaviorist language learning as the theoretical basis, through stimulation and response to train children's listening and speaking skills. The teaching method may adopt the method of listening and speaking, the whole-body reaction method and so on.
For children and junior primary school students, being exposed to second language early does have a positive impact on their later learning, but effective methods must be taken to ensure the quality of language teaching. First of all, choose the content that is easy and understandable, such as conversation in daily life, songs of children, etc., which have less new words, much simpler sentence, easy to learn and easy to remember; Secondly, make full use of children's age characteristics which is lively and active, arrange some children's favorite games and activities, education in fun and learning with fun, to develop students' strong interest in language learning and cultivate better learning habits.   
2. Help adult learners
There are a lot of difficulties faced by adults in second language learning. First, there are many external disturbances. Adults have jobs, family and social life. Generally, it is difficult to stick to it. If it is not necessary for work and life, there will be a lack of strong motivation for learning. Even if the motivation is strong, there will be interference from family, society and other affairs. Secondly, psychological resistance to second language learning. They often doubt whether they are too old to learn the second language. Many older students feel more frustrated than their younger classmates. This may be due to their acceptance of the stereotype that "old age lead to poor study performance," or their past failures in learning a foreign language. When such learners face high-intensity, fast-paced learning challenges, they tend to have a fear of failure. They show more hesitation in learning. It's actually a psychological resistance, and sometimes it's hard to overcome. Compared with children, adults have an instinctive resistance to learn and use a language other than their mother tongue, which drives them to reject foreign language learning and even are less willing to learn a foreign language. Finally, their memory ability gradually declines, and it is hard for them to master grammar and vocabulary. Later learners usually have more difficulty in learning.
Motivation and confidence are important factors in language learning. At this time, teachers should skillfully dissolve their anxiety and rebuild their confidence. When Mr. Marx was in his 60s, it took him only six months to learn Russian, which is an inspiring example for older learners. A lot of verbal repetitions, excessive pronunciation corrections, or the expectation of fluent speech in the classroom may also prevent the active participation of adult learners. If learners are given more opportunities to cooperate with each other, focus on understanding, and appropriately reduce the correction of errors, it will help them build confidence in learning and improve their learning effect. Teachers should also pay more attention to their progress and give them more chances to succeed. This success will be reinforced by more successes of the same kind.
Second language teaching for adults may have different emphasis according to the purpose of language learning. Generally speaking, grammar-translation and communicative methods are appropriate. Adults learn a foreign language generally have clear goals: to improve productivity, to survive in a foreign environment in the future, or for other practical reasons. They are not willing to put up with boring or irrelevant content, or focus on grammar out of context. The materials they need are structures and vocabulary that are immediately useful to them, and a context that reflects the scenarios and functions of the new language for future use. Materials and activities that are not relevant to real life experiences rarely succeed with adults. Adults often already have learning strategies that work for them in other areas, and they can apply those strategies to language learning as well. In the classroom, teachers should be flexible and encourage the application of different methods.
Adults would prefer to classroom learning, their advantages lie in their superior ability for cognition and logical thinking, and they are good at self-control and self-restraint. They also have a wealth of cultural knowledge. The use of learning strategies (e.g. associations, imaginations, connections between old and new knowledge, etc.) can sometimes strengthen memory when words and idioms are placed in context to enhance memory. At the same time, attention should be paid to the cultivation of learners' learning strategies and methods, so that they have some understanding and regulation of their own study. Learners could choose their own learning content according to their own needs and their conditions to develop learning plans and learning objectives. They could arrange feasible learning schedule according to their own time, using their learning methods which are suitable for them---self-study, or finding a partner, or attend training classes. In a word, make the best of advantages and avoid disadvantages to promote the efficiency of learning. In second language learning, age is absolutely not a barrier, as long as there is confidence, perseverance, plus proper learning strategies and methods, it is not difficult to master a second language.

Conclusion
[bookmark: _GoBack]In the process of second language acquisition, many factors will affect the result of learning. Although age is not the most important factor, the research of critical period hypothesis has played a positive role and a great effect on second language acquisition. Through research, we have noticed that learners of different ages have their own characteristics in the process of second language learning, so that efficient teaching and learning could be designed to target different populations in a second language learning in order to acquire the target language easier and better. 
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