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Johnson and Newport examined the correlation between AoA and grammaticality judgement task score in
participants in their sample whose AoA was at or below age fifteen (1=23) and those whose AoA was seventeen
and above (n=23). If AoA has a simple linear effect on performance, it would be expected that the older a person is
when they are first exposed to the L2, the lower their score on the grammatical judgement task would be: a
‘negative correlation’. They found a significant negative correlation for the group whose AoA was at or below
fifteen, but no correlation between AoA and test score in those who had arrived aged seventeen or older. They
interpret this finding as providing evidence for a ‘sensitive’ or ‘critical period’ for the full acquisition of an L2 that
lasts up to around the age of seven. The argument runs as follows.

Table 10.7 shows that the 1.2 speakers in their sample whose AoA was between three and seven performed
within the same range as the native speaker control group. For speakers who first started learning English between
the ages of eight and [ifteen, there is a linear decline: the older a learner is at first encounter with English, the lower
their performance in the judgement of grammaticality across a range of morpho-syntactic phenomena. However,
this tendency to decline tlattens out once learners are over sixteen. L2 learners whose first encounter with the target
language is in their thirties are no less likely to acquire knowledge of the morphological and syntactic properties of
the target language than learners whose [irst encounter is in their lale teens or early twenties. This pattern of results
is consistent with the idea that people have innate linguistic knowledge that fully guides the construction of mental
grammars up to the age of about seven, but then progressively fades in influence over the next ten years, whatever
language-learning capacities individuals have access (0 remain stable, al least for the next twenty years. What these
language-learning capacities are is an empirical question. They might involve residual innate linguistic knowledge
(that is, only some aspects of innate linguistic knowledge fade at the end of the sensitive period). Or completely
different mental capacities might take over the learning task as innate linguistic knowledge fades.

While Spadaro’s resulis on the effect of AoA on lexical knowledge in highly proficient L2 speakers are
consistent with an early sensitive period for acquisition that begins to fade after the age of six to seven, DeKeyser’s
results show that AoA does not influence the performance of his L1 Hungarian participants on a grammaticality
judgement task until after sixteen, suggesting that if there is a scnsitive period during which innate linguistic
knowledge is available to guide acquisition, it begins to face al a much later age than claimed by Johnson and
Newport.

TABLE 10.7 Mean accuracy scores of native and non-native speakers of English on an aurally-presented
grammaticality judgement task (based on Johnson and Newport, 1989: 78)

AvA Natives 3-7 3-10 11-15 17-39
(n=23) {n=7) (n=8) (n=8) {(n=23)

Mean 263.8 269.3 256.0 2359 2103

Range 275-265 272-264 263-247 251-212 254-163
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DeKeyser also examined the correlation between AocA and performance on the judgement task. He found no
negative correlation between AoA and test performance in those whose AoA was post-sixteen. In other words, a
learner whose AoA was thirty was as likely to achieve the same score on the test as a learner whose AoA was
twenty. This is consistent with Johnson and Newport’s findings for participants whose AocA was seventeen or
above. However, there was also no negative correlation in the group whose AoA was pre-sixteen. This is
inconsistent with the findings of Johnson and Newport and Spadaro. DeKeyser concludes that seven to sixteen
years is a period of transition during which some change occurs in the ability to fully acquire an L2: *‘Somewhere
between the ages of six to seven and sixteen to seventeen, everybody loses the mental equipment required for the
implicit induction of the abstract patterns underlying a human language’ (DeKeyser, 2000: 518).

Not everyone believes that age effects are the consequence of a sensitive period for the application of innate
linguistic knowledge to the learning task. Some researchers argue that there is no specifically linguistic innate
knowledge, and that language is ‘under the control of cognitive processes that are not unique to a language learning
module” (Bialystok and Hakuta, 1999: 172). Age effects are simply the result of the general cognitive decline that
humans undergo as they age. Their ability to learn languages suffers as a resuli, If age-related changes in the ability
to acquire L2s are attributable to cognitive changes over the lifespan, the prediction should be that decline in
ultimate proficiency will be graduzl and constant.

Bialystok and Hakuta support this claim with evidence from a study based on census data collected in 1990
from two groups of non-English speakers in New York State: L1 speakers of Chinese and Spanish. Only informants
who had been resident in the US for ten yvears or more were included. This yielded 24,903 Chinese speakers and
28,787 Spanish speakers. The factor that Bialystok and Hakuta correlated with AoA was self-reported proficiency.
Informants had been asked on the census form to say how well they speak English on the scale: 1 not at all; 2 not
well; 3 well; 4 very well; 5 speak only English. The results show a steady decline in self-rating of proficiency from
the earliest arrivals, whose rating was around 4, to the oldest arrivals (aged sixty or over) whose rating was around
1. The pattern was the same in both the Chinese and Spanish groups, consistent with a gradual and constant decline
in L2 proficiency the older learners are on first arrival,

The problem with these results, however, is that seif-rating of proficiency is a very coarse measure of the
linguistic knowledge that speakers have. Individuals may over-rate or under-rate their actual ability for various
reasons. For example, an L2 speaker may have knowledge of the target language that fails within the native range,
but self-rate as speaking ‘not very well’ because they are rather introvert by nature and feel that they are poor
conversational partners. Similarly, suppose that older people are generally more modest in assessing their abilities
than younger people. The results of the census data would then reflect changes in people’s self-assessment of their
abilities, not the actual abilities themselves. Studies that look at changes in the use of linguistic properties are
considerably more reliable as an indicator of possible AoA effects on the acquisition of L2s.

A different counter-argument to the claims that there is a sensitive period for the application of innate
linguistic knowledge in the L2 acquisition process proposes that learners do indeed have access (0 such knowledge,
and the access remains fully available throughout life. Changes in performance with a later AoA are the result of
other factors, but not the ability in principle to establish target-like mental grammar.

Birdsong and Molis (2001) conducted an exact replication of the methodology used by Jolmson and Newport
(1989), but this time with sixty-one immigrants to the US whose L1 was Spanish. AoA ranged from three to
forty-four. Length of residence in the US was on average over ten years, As in the Johnson and Newport study, all
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patticipants were university-educated and were either students or employees of universities at the time of testing.
The results from the study are presented in table 10.8. (A pair of grammatically ambiguous test items in the Johnson
and Newport study was eliminated, giving a total possible score of 274 rather than 276.)

TABLE 10.8 Mean accuracy scores of L1 Spanish speakers of L2 English on an aurally-presented
grammaticality judgement task (based on Birdsong and Maolis, 2001, Table 1)

A0A 3-7 3-10 11-16 17-44
{(n=14} {n=6) (n=9) (n=32)

Mean 266.7 256.8 262.3 234.5

Range 273-261 268-244 267-257 268-161

In contrast to the Johnson and Newport study, Birdson and Molis found no negative correlation between AoA
and accuracy on the grammaticality judgement task in the twenty-nine participants whose AoA was sixteen or
velow. But there was such a correlation in the group whose AoA was seventeen or older. The latter finding also
contrasts with that of DeKeyser, who found no correlation between AoA and performance on the grammaticality
Jjudgement task in his post-sixteen arrival group. Birdsong and Molis cautiously conciude that the evidence from
their study could be construed as falsification of the ¢laim that there is a sensitive period for the application of
innately-determine linguistic knowledge in the acquisition of L2s.

An alternative view is that discrepancies in the findings across three studies (Johnson and Newport 1989,
DeKeyser 2000 and Birdson and Molis 2001) are consistent with a sensitive period for L2 acquisition early in life,
since in all three studies young starters with long exposure to the target 12 in a naturalistic setting perform, as a
group, within the native range on the measure used (a grammaticality judgement task). The point at which the
sensitive period ends, and innate linguistic knowledge begins to fade, is less clear. However, when it does fade L2
learners unconsciously recruit other cognitive processes in the acquisition task to compensate. One source of
compensation is grammatical processes present in the L.1. Where learners identify similarities between the L1 and
the L2, they map L2 forms onto LI grammatical processes. Strikingly, a number of properties tested in Johnson and
Newport’s grammaticality judgement task have similar realizations in English and Spanish, but are quite different in
Chinese and Korean. Chinese, for example, lacks subject-verb agreement, does not mark verbs for past tense, does
not have definite and indefinite articles, and does not have an obligatory plural affix for nouns. Spanish, like
English, has all of these properties. One possible reason why Spanish speakers in the Birdsong and Molis study with
later AoAs appear to show higher levels of accuracy on the task that Johnson and Newport’s Chinese and Korean
speakers could be that they are drawing on the grammar of their L1 to model the distribution of forms in the L2 in
the absence of guidance from innate linguistic knowledge. This is a view taken by DeKyerser (2000: 502-3): ‘the
more closely related the L1 and L2 are, the fewer structures have fo be acquired from scratch, and the fewer
structures, therefore, are eligible to show an age effect’.

{ “How second languages are learned: An introduction” by Rodger Hawkins, Cambridge University Press)




