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Abstract: This paper focuses on generalizing different 
theories towards the age effect on the ultimate 
attainment of second language learners since it has 
long been a controversial topic in researchers’ mind. 
In this paper, it gives evidences on cases in favor of 
the Critical Period Hypothesis, which claimed the loss 
of language learning ability after puberty and presents 
counter-evidences on the successful acquisition of 
second language in adult learners. It has reached into 
a conclusion that consists the viewpoint drawn on 
previous analysis and confirmed the possibility in 
ultimate second language attainment for late learners. 
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1 Introduction
Lenneberg developed the concept of critical period in 
1967, suggesting the golden window to learn language 
is between age 2 and puberty[11] after Penfield and 
Roberts brought up the idea in 1959. The reason for a 
critical period in language learning they concluded is 
because the irreversible lose of neural plasticity that 
prevents languages to be completely and successfully 
acquired after the end of that period[17].

Over the years, there had been many controversies 
on the rationality of this concept. Many researchers are 
in favor of the Critical Period Hypothesis (or sensitive 
period or CPH) and consider language cannot be fully 
achieved once the period is ended. The evidences 

presenting are becoming full-fledged, whether for 
pronunciation[2][8][14] or grammatical performance[6][9]

[16]. However, there are supporting evidence that find 
this concept at odds, with researchers giving examples 
suggesting the Critical Period does not end at age 12 [7]

[10][13], and researches confirming ultimate attainment of 
L2 in adult learners [1][3][4][18]. These evidences are stated 
as follows to suggest the role of the age factor on a 
second language learner’s ultimate attainment.

2 Evidences for the Critical Period Hypothesis
Asher & Garcia tested the Biological Predisposition 
Hypothesis to see if children really succeed in L2 
pronunciation better than adult counterparts[2]. They 
studied on 71 Cuban immigrants between age 7-19 
mostly who moved to the US five years ago and 
compared their pronunciation of English sentences 
to that of native American children. They found out 
that in the test, 68% of children aged 1-6 attained a 
near-native pronunciation while 41% of children aged 
7-12 had a near-native performance. It is implicated 
that the highest possibility of acquiring a near-native 
pronunciation falls into those children who came to the 
States before 6 and the probability decreases if they 
came after 13 years old.

Scovel singled out pronunciation as the one part of 
language performance that is maneuvered by a critical 
period and he claimed that pronunciation is the only 
piece of language that requires a neuromuscular basis 
and will be hindered with the increase of age. He 
argued that L2 learners who first begin the L2 learning 
process after age 12 would never be able to attain the 
level of native speakers in terms of pronunciation due to 
the constraints of neuromuscular basis as brain matures 
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and will be effortlessly recognised as non-native L2 
speakers[14].

Selinker claimed that 95% of second language 
learners do not manage to achieve ultimate L2 
attainment[15]. It is further indicated that the lack of 
access to Universal Grammar (or UG) might become a 
barrier to L2 learning[16]. Johnson& Newport advocated 
that learner’s age has hampered the attainment of L2 
UG for older learners. When testing the English ability 
of Chinese learners, they found out learners’ ability to 
spot ungrammatical sentences with subjacency features 
is negatively correlated with the age they are expose to 
English, meaning the younger the Chinese learners are 
when first landed in the US, the better performance they 
have in terms of subjacency[9]. This conclusion is drawn 
on the comparison between learners aged 4-7 and adult 
learners. 

Flege, Yeni-Komshian & Liu performed experiments 
on 240 native Korean (1-23 years) speakers in their 
English ability after their arrival in the States. Their 
pronunciation and knowledge of morphosyntax of 
English were tested and the results have close relation 
with the age of arrival (or AOA)[8]. The foreign 
accent of participants grew stronger as the age of 
arrival increased while morphosyntax knowledge 
and grammaticality judgment test scores decreased, 
suggesting, with a mean arrival of 15 years, a direct 
decline in the performance of second language in the 
participants is visible in line with the increase of AOA.

DeKeyser implied that adults who don’t have an 
excellent verbal analytical ability would not gain a near-
native competence in L2[6]. To confirm, he conducted 
a study with 57 adult Hungarian learners (mean age 
of 55) who lived around Pittsburgh and received little 
exposure to English before immigrated to the States. 
Multidimensional tests were performed on the subjects. 
He found that the participants who arrived in America 
before the age of 15 got most of the high scores in the 
tests. It is suggested that the critical period for language 
acquisition is more than a mere sensitive period.

3 Evidences in favor of late achievers
Snow and Höhle suggested a better attainment in initial 
success on older children (age 12-15) and adult L2 
learners[13]. In 1978, they used 51 native speakers of 
English who live in the Netherlands and are learning 
Dutch at school or at work (without formal language 
training). The participants are divided into beginner and 
advanced group, and their verbal intelligence and ability 

are tested in this 1-year study. The finding reveals 
the fastest acquisition of all tested skills is among the 
group of 12-15 year-olds, followed by adult group, 
disagreeing the idea that the prime period for SLA 
exists between age 2-12. The result is further proved by 
Krashen, Long and Scarcella as they provided evidence 
for several overviews including a faster learning rate in 
syntax and morphology adults or older children have 
than that of younger children[10].

Birdsong gave exceptions on the overgeneralization 
of CPH. He performed French grammaticality 
judgment tests on 20 native French speakers and 20 
native English speakers who were highly proficient in 
French, with the former an average age of 35-40, the 
latter 40. In the test results, it showed even when the 
learners are over the period of puberty, they can still 
attain similar linguistic items and native norms just like 
native speakers did with early arrival in the country of 
the target language[3]. These findings are completely 
opposite to Coppieters’ finding that negates the 
possibility of ultimate attainment in SLA and native-
like competence by late-learners[5].

In a research conducted by Asher and Price, it further 
analysed and compared the listening comprehension 
outcomes of L2 learning between kids and grownups[1]. 
The children consisted second, forth, and eighth 
graders (96 in total) whereas the adult group had 37 
undergraduate students. None of them had received 
any previous training or input in Russian and they all 
took standardised training under the same condition 
during the experiment. The participants were observed 
and divided into “act-act” or “observe-act” group. It is 
found out that adult learners achieved almost full score 
in the comprehension test with the 8 year-old learners 
achieved the lowest. Moreover, adults outperformed 
children regarding the complexity of language and 
listening smoothness.

Fathman conducted an experiment on 200 children 
between ages 6-15 from various language backgrounds 
and were L2 English learners in a public school in the 
US. The participants have been learning English in 
immersion programs and the oral output test included 
English morphologic, syntactic and phonologic 
features. When analyzing the results, she observed that 
older children has better grasped on L2 morphology and 
syntax in comparison with young children, and the rate 
of such acquisition exceed that of the young children[7]. 
The results support the conclusion made by Asher and 
Price.
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Bogaerts backed up a possibility that the possible 
successful  a t ta inment  for  la te  L2 learners  in 
pronunciation[4][12]. The study consists three groups of 
subjects, among which Group 1 was composed of 10 
native speakers of English with an average age of 27 
as controls, Group 2 11 native Dutch speakers (with an 
average age of 42) with a high proficiency in English 
and 20 native Dutch speakers in Group 3 who share 
different levels of English proficiency. In Group 2, the 
highly advanced English learners received negligible 
amount of English input before high school and it is not 
since they entered university and majored in English 
did they all receive intensive instruction in English 
pronunciation. Most participants in group 2 spent a year 
in British university and all group 2 participants attach 
great importance to their pronunciation. All participants 
are required to say numerous English speech samples 
aloud and are scored by 13 middle-age native speakers 
in British English. The results show that native English 
speakers received top scores in pronunciation from 
4.67 to 4.94/5 whereas advanced learners also achieved 
scores ranging from 4.18 to 4.93 with a mean score of 
4.61[4]. This finding suggests the possibility of ultimate 
attainment for late-learners in pronunciation.

White and Genesee also gives positive evidence on 
the near-native attainment by older L2 learners after 
having been given intensive instruction[18]. The 89 
subjects they examined have an average age of 29 (range 
from 16-66), including Canadian born and immigrants 
who are both picking up English as a second language 
and are divided into near-native group and non-native 
group. Grammaticality judgment tasks including 
pronunciation, morphosyntax, vocabulary and the 
native-like impression are measured to test their L2 
competence. The results showed that the dissimilarities 
in language form choosing between native speakers and 
near-native learners are small, and older L2 learners 
could attain the competence to a native-like level even 
when the age of first intensive exposure to the second 
language is older than the age of 16.

4 Conclusion 
Based on the evidence, we can conclude that the first 
few years in human life are essential in language 
learning, which has been proved by many first language 
acquisition cases. For second language acquisition, 
however, it is partial to attribute the ultimate attainment 
solely to CPH since age is not the only decisive factor 
as L2 competence is measured comprehensively, 

not only by testing the pronunciation or grammar 
competence. This is supported by many cases of 
successful late learners. 

What should be noticed in late learners is the length 
of intensive study, the immersive language environment 
they are in and the self-awareness and efforts they put 
into it since most late achievers received intensive 
input during their learning in their second language 
performance. 

The studies against the CPH suggest that the 
possibility that language learning, especially in 
grammar, does not end at puberty and it is likely to have 
a more functioned and matured cognition after age 12.

To sum up, the ultimate attainment for L2 late 
learners is possible, and age becomes insignificant when 
other factors such as the length of training, language 
environment, the mentality of learners, which all 
suggest a positive progress in ultimate L2 attainment.
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