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People all over the world are beginning to understand the importance of being bilingual 

Ifanyone were to just take a look in the newspaper, it would be obvious that being bilingual can 

earn a person higher wages or maybe even be the deciding factor in whether or not a job is 

landed. The world itself is becoming a smaller place with the ever present internet. A person 

I 
from Missouri can now speak to someone from India just as easily as they can speak to someoqe 

I 

who lives across the block. 

Because of all this, it is no wonder that parents are beginning to ask questions about 

bilingualism and language development. Should parents teach their children a second languag~ 

l
early in life? Will it be easier for a child to acquire two separate languages when he or she is 1 

I 

young') If the child does not learn a second language while still very young, will the child still ~e \ Q.,v'\ 
successful in learning another language later on in hfe? All of these questions have been asked :~ 
by researchers who have set out to find some answers ,~? 

Researchers that have studied second language acquisition have corpe to many different 

- \~,\J~
conclusions, but the most prevalent is the idea that there is a critical period ~fj.erelanguage 

acquisition occurs most easily. And, this critical period is during the early years oflife. Two 

studies will be examined, one that supports the notion of a critical period only in learning 

processes and one that reveals evidence for no period clearly definable enough to be considered 

critical. With the evidence presented by these two studies, parents will be able to understand that 

learning a second language is easier when a child is young because of the learning process used, 

but it is by no means impossible to learn a second language later in life. 

Robert DeKeyser designed a study to test this idea of a critical period in second language 

acquisition He set out to test the Fundamental Difference Hypothesis, which predicts "that only 

adults with a high level of verbal ability are expected to succeed fully at second language 

acquisition Children, of course, all learn their native dialect completely, regardless of their level 



2 

of verbal ability because they rely on language-specific mechanisms of implicit learning" (p. 

500). A secondary goa1 of the study was to replicate findings from Johnson and Newport's 

( I 989) study that found a correlation between age of acquisition for those who started learning a 

second language before the age of 17 and the success of acquisition (p. 501 ). That particular 

study found evidence that supported the idea ofcritical period; adults mostly scored below the 

level of early childhood acquirers (p. 50 l) 

DeKeyser's participants were all native speakers of Hungarian. Forty~two of the 

participants had immigrated to the United States after the age of 16, and fifteen of the 

participants were younger than 16 when they immigrated. All of these participants had lived in 

America for at least IO years when the study was conducted. One important aspect that was 

taken into consideration when choosing participants was the fact that none had reported any 

significant exposure to English before moving to the United States (p.508). To test the 

hypothesis, the participants were given a Grammaticality Judgment Test and a Language 

LearninK Aptitude Test as well as a background questionnaire about their language background, 

education, and age of arrival in America (p. 510). 

The results showed that "a strong negative correlation between age of acquisition and 

score on the grammatically judgment test was confirmed" (p. 512). Also, it is important to note 

that the overlap between those who acquired the language as adults and the acquirers under age 

16 was very small, thus making it clear that this is not just a small effect. 

This study also set out to test the hypothesis that no adults would score within the same 

range as those who acquired the second language as a child unless they had high verbal aptitude 

(p. 514). It was concluded that the results of the study supported the notion that an adult learner 

can achieve the same level of competence as a native only if they are proficient in using 
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analytical, problem-solving abilities, because the learning mechanisms used by children are no 

longer available (p 5 I 4-5 I 5). 

Ultimately, DeKeyser concluded that children and adults simply learn language in 

different ways. Children are better than adults at acquiring language implicitly; adults are 

superior in learning explicitly, especially the structure of the language_ DeKeyser, most 

importantly, states that implicit learning requires total immersion., not a program that consists of 

a few hours of teaching per week (p. 520). The study also shows that explicit learning processes 

are necessary to achieve a high level of ability when learning a second language after childhoodW,c') ~'0-'{) 

Programs that teach adults to learn a second language must focus on an analytical approach to 1 
the structure ofa language (p. 520). 

Hakuta, Bialystok, and Wiley designed a study to determine whether or not there is a 

clear- cut, defi~eriod that is critical when learning a second language. The researchers 

believed that a clear discontinuity that is necessary to consider a period critical does not exist. 

Rather, there is simply a declinfien in learning proficiency across the entire life span (p. 31) 

Hakuta, et al, also noted the fact that there are many other factors not specific to language 

learning that can determine how well a second language is acquired. Factors such as 

socioeconomic status, education, and cognitive aging may all play a part in the success of 

acquiring a second language. 

The data used to test this hypothesis came from the I990 U.S Census. Only those who 

were identified as native speakers of either Spanish or Chinese were chosen as participants (p. 

32). This was done because of the difference in structural similarity to English (p. 32). As with 

DeKeyser's study, each participant had resided in the United States for at least ten years. The 

census form asked the respondents to describe their English ability, educational background, and 
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age of arrival in the United States. Those answers were then examined to determine if there is 

any specific age related decline in second language learning ability. 

When the data ~x.amined, there was no evidence to support the case for a critical 

period that ends at age 15 or age 20. The decline in learning ability was not significant enough 

to mark the end of a critical peri1therefore supporting the notion that success in second 

language acquisition simply declines during the course of life (p. 35). 

This study concludes that there is no overwhelming evidence to support clear cut-off 

points necessary in determining a critical period in second language acquisition (p. 37). Hakuta, 

et al, explain: "These data show that in addition to age of immigration, socioeconomic factors, 

and in particular, the amount of formal education, are important in predicting how well 

immigrants learn English. The linear decline in proficiency across age of immigration was 

similarly confirmed in both groups_ Although we could not directly test an explanation for this 

decline, the factors implicated in normal cognitive aging appear to be plausible sources of this 

effect" (p.37). 

Both studies tried to determine whether or not a critical period exists for second language I . 1, ,­
',/4Ci :I/' , , 

.,J{'(: (/Jl\ 
acquisition. DeKeyser' s study showed that the only critical period that exists involves learning \ 

processes. Hakuta, et al, demonstrated that there is no sharp declin;t~eriod, \ ,I~ 

only_a-decli~in cognitive abilities across the life span which affect second language rJJ;~ 
\ IJ \if' 

acquisition. Regardless of the differences, both studies give an optimistic view ofleaming a 
6-\f\ 

second language later on in life_ Both aJso stress the importance of research on this topic ~,;ti· 
because it can potentially affect when, how, or if at all a second language is taught in school. 

Parents must realize that learning a second language can be extremely beneficial for their 

children. It allows for increased communication among those who speak either language. 

Bilingualism also gives a person a definite edge in the job market. Even with this knowledge, it 
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seems that the common consensus among most people is the belief that children must learn a 

language very early on in life in order to achieve near-native speaking <!bilities This is just not 

the case. A mother who is concerned about her child may worry that she made the wrong 

decision to hire a nanny who speaks only one language. Another mother may feel that hiring a 

bilingual nanny who speaks both English and Spanish is the best decision she can make for her 

child. Both mothers must understand that, as DeKeyser's study demonstrated, only total 

immersion in both languages will result in native speaking abilities for a child. Because of this, 

that child must be exposed to both languages constantly for implicit learning to take place. 

For those parents who want their child to learn a second language, but do not have the 

ability to hire a bilingual nanny, it should be known that all hope is not lost. As Hakuta, et al, 

demonstrate in their study, there are many factors that affect second language acquisition. The 

most important one, education, must be taken in to consideration. Give the child a good 

education, along with lessons to learn the second language, and near-native speaking ability 

becomes just as possible as before. 

Overall, it must be understood that learning a second language is not something that is 

next impossible for adults. The learning processes are just different for adults and children. Tf 

an adult decides to learn a second language, he or she must use problem-solving and analytical 

abilities to learn the language. Children, on the other hand, learn much better when immersed in 

both languages. If it is possible to have a child immersed in two languages when he or she is 

very young, any parent should fully use this opportunity. However, parents must never lose sight 

of the fact that successfully learning a second language, even as an adult is very much a 

possibility when effort and the right type ofleami,ng tasks are applied~ . ,n\Jp ·.. y;° ,. r >; ~ _x\V'\ ~~ 
~11)1\tP \j}P° J0 l~v;- ..~ 

•G,,1µ: # 601 ~\J _J 
I \iyY ~ rj,f' '\ -
'v ~ ~-:~ 
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