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Summary

The introduction to tiiis thesis provides a background for the study as well as the 

reasons behind the choice o f subject.

In the second chapter o f the thesis there is a review o f  the literature on the 

Critical Period Hypothesis and first and second language acquisition. The literature is 

examined and some shortfalls are pointed out. Studies conducted on near-native 

speakers are detailed and analysed as well as providing a context for this present 

study.

In Chapter Three the three hypotheses o f the tliesis are laid out. The various 

research instruments are presented, the) include a written test o f I'rench, a regional 

accent recognition test, a linguistic background questionnaire and an interview. Also 

included is an explanation for the choice o f question in the linguistic background 

questionnaire. A short introduction o f each o f the twenty participants follows as well 

as a summary o f the biological variables o f  the sample.

The results o f the two tests are presented in Chapter I'our and compared to 

those o f a French native control group. Each hypothesis is tested using statistical 

analysis o f the test results and data collected via the linguistic background 

questionnaire. Finally, the most successful participants are scrutinised in more detail 

in order to provide information which might explain their exceptional levels o f L2 

attainment

In Chapter Five a brief conclusion gives an overview o f the Critical Period 

Hypothesis as well as a short discussion on the results o f the study. In conclusion, 

there are some suggestions for future research.
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1.1 Introduction

This thesis focuses on Anglophone late learners o f  French who have become near-native 

speakers o f  that language. It was inspired by the work o f  many studies in this area including 

those o f  Moyer, Birdsong, Filler as well as loup et al. Twenty late learners o f  French with 

LI English and resident in France took part in the study: all these participants claimed to 

pass regularly for native French speakers. Data were collected through a number o f  

instruments, among them a questionnaire on their linguistic history, their attitudes toward 

their second language (L2) and French culture, and their motivation to speak French. 

Questions were devised to establish their experience in a number o f  different domains.

These included interaction with native French speakers and instruction in the French 

language. Tests were also deployed to gauge their approximation to native levels o f  

proficiency in different aspects o f  French. None o f  the participants had begun learning 

French formally before the age o f  11, and in all cases, the first instance o f  significant 

exposure to French was after the age o f  20.

A widely debated topic in second language acquisition research is that o f  the Critical 

Period Hypothesis. Its popularity probably derives from the fact that most people can relate 

to it, either on a professional or a personal level. The popular consensus has it that adult 

learners o f  a second language (L2) are not as successful as child learners. The suggestion is 

that adult learners do not all reach the same level o f  L2 attainment and many plateau in their 

L2 leaming at intemiediate stages.

The subject matter oi'this particular thesis has arisen from the debate on whether the 

Critical Period Hypothesis (CPFf) and its multiple interpretations are in fact valid 

perspectives on the acquisition o f  an L2. Lenneberg believed that after lateralisation. the 

process during which the two hemispheres o f  the brain develop specialised functions, the
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brain loses plasticity. Lateralisation o f  the language functions, according to Lenneberg, is 

complete by puberty, making post-adolescent acquisition of a language difficult.

There have been a number of interpretations of the hypothesis (CPH). Bialystok & 

Hakuta note that the many uses of the term critical period  have a number of assumptions in 

common,

First, learning during a critical period is assured, similar across 

individual, normatively described, and probably governed 

primarily by endogenous factors...[SJecond, learning outside of 

the critical period is different in both form and success, 

especially in that it would be less ccrtain and more erratic in its 

outcomes. (Bialystok & Hakuta, 1999:164)

The traditional or strong inteipretation of the CPU is that it is essential to acquire a language 

(first or second) between the age of two (approximately) and the onset o f puberty,-because 

native-like acquisition is not possible after this stage. This interpretation was supported for 

the acquisition of a LI (first language) by studies in a number of domains including feral 

children, children with Down syndrome and the late acquisition of sign language by deaf 

children.

In the field of second language acquisition (SLA), much of the early research was 

confined to the study of critical period effects on pronunciation, (Asher & Garcia 1969, 

Fathman 1975, Oyama 1976, Seliger, Krashen and Ladefoged 1975, Tahta, Wood and 

Lowenthal 1981). Results of some of these studies were interpreted as proof that no 

language learned after puberty could be performed with native-like pronunciation.

However, in more recent studies (e.g. loup, et al. 1994, Bongaerts et al 1995, Bongaerts 

1999, Moyer 1999, Bongaerts, Mennen and van der Slik 2000) results have shown that 

native-like pronunciation is not an impossible goal for late learners.



Similarly, in studies o f  critical period effects on syntax and morphology, (Patkowski 

1980, Johnson & Newport 1989) results were originally construed as providing evidence for 

the CPH. The findings o f  Johnson and Newport’s 1989 study in particular were widely 

accepted and promoted in this vein (Gass & Selinker 1994, Towel! & Hawkins, 1994).

The traditional view o f  critical period effects in language learning has been that 

there is maturational change in a specific language acquisition device (Lenneberg,

1967; Chomsky 1981).

Such a view, with some modifications to incorporate the detailed point o f  

maturational change, is consistent with our results.

(Johnson & Newport. 1989:97)

This view, that maturational change is responsible for limits on L2 attainment has 

been expounded in a number o f  further studies, (Eubank & Gregg 1999, Weber- 

I'ox & Neville 1999). However, other studies have yielded results that do not 

support the maturational view and have discovered post-maturational age effects 

(e.g. Bialystok & Hakuta 1994). in order to falsify the CPH, Long (1990) 

contends that:

A single learner who began learning after the [critical period] 

closed and yet whose underlying linguistic knowledge...was shown 

to be indistinguishable from that o f  a monolingual native speaker 

would serve to refute the [CPH/L2A] (Long 1990:255)

In this study 1 have found a number o f  learners who appear to refute the CPH for second 

language acquisition.

Studies in this area are becoming steadily more popular today and in 1987 

Coppetiers was among the first to compare near-native proficiency with that o f  native 

speakers. Birdsong (1992) followed in his wake with his own study o f  near-native
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speakers who performed a grammaticality judgement task. Birdsong interpreted his results 

(notably the fact that 15 o f his participants scored within native speaker ranges) as 

counterevidence to the CPH. A number o f studies have since been conducted on near

native speakers who have achieved native-like proficiency across multiple domains of 

proficiency (loup et al. 1994, Marinova-Todd 2003, Moyer 1999, 2004)

In her 2004 publication, Age, Accent and Experience in Second Language 

Acquisition Moyer states:

The situation for most late language learning today begs for closer 

examination o f the learning environment, the learner’s cumulative 

cxperiencc, and the learner’s developing sense o f self as as speaker 

of the target language. (Moyer, 2004:148)

The choice o f topic for this thesis was decided upon in October 2004 in a direct 

response to M oyer’s call for more research into the area o f late learners and their learning 

experience. At the time there were few studies in this area. The three-part test was inspired 

by M oyer’s methodology in her 2004 study where she studied a number o f immigrant L2 

learners of German with various LI backgrounds. In her study, Moyer used a variety of 

different research instinments including a questionnaire on the participants’ backgrounds, a 

controlled production task and a semi-structured interview. The research instruments used 

in this thesis were chosen partly because this study is similar to that of Moyer (2004). Also, 

one aspect o f the present study; the accent recognition task, (ART) was devised to echo the 

rigorous methodology of the 1995 study by loup et a! on highly protlcient near-native 

speakers o f Egyptian Arabic
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1.2 Why France?

The aim  o f  the thesis was to identify near-native speakers o f  French, all resident in 

F rance at the t im e  o f  s tudy and to determ ine  the factors that contributed  to their  extrem ely  

h igh profic iency  levels. There were a n um ber  o f  reasons for choosing  France as the country  

o f  residence ra ther than Ireland. F rance  is easily  accessible from Ireland, with  regular and 

reasonably  priced flights. There are also a large num ber  o f  French s tudents on E rasm us 

p rogram m es in T C D , w hich  m eant that pu tting  together a control g roup for research 

purposes  was not difficult. I m y se lf  had lived in France for five years, w hich  m eant that I 

was familiar with  the language and the culture, and had first-hand experience  o f  being a late 

learner in a foreign country. The participants in this experim ent are different from those in 

M o y er’s 2004 study in that they all have English as their first language. None o f  the 

participants are early bilinguals and none o f  them com m enced  learning French formally 

before secondary  or high school. Very few am ong  them em igrated  to France for econom ic  

reasons. In fact, the m ajority  am ong  them  cam e to France attracted by som e rom antic  ideal. 

In the linguistic background questionnaire , partic ipants  were asked the question  “ W hat was 

your impression o f  France before you arr ived?  Describe som e o f  you r  preconcep tions.” 

Som e o f  the answ ers  were  as follows:

All the cliches, and more: rom antic  men, world o f  literature and 

culture; privacy; great food; passion. 1 imagined deep philosophical 

conversa tions in bars; a certain level o f  seriousness and arty fartiness.

(Tabitha, 2007)

I was dying  to see Paris... .and actually  had tears in m y eyes the first 

time 1 saw the place! 1 p ictured a nation o f  baguette-carry ing  

aiTogant people  with beautifu l- looking, high cheek-boned , dark -
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haired w om en , a fabu lous-sound ing  language, great food and 

wine.. . .a  nice re laxed  w ay  o f  life (in term s o f  eating, i.e. socialising)

(Sinead, 2007)

Fell in love with Paris on a school trip so very positive im pression o f  

France -  kn ew  1 w an ted  to live there. (Keelin, 2007)

F o r  m any o f  the participants , the ir  p reconcep tions  o f  France and its culture  cam e from  

French c inem a  and inusic. For some, the French music they encountered in their you th  left 

an indelible impression and gave them an enliiusiasm for learning the language, w hich  they 

might not have o therw ise  had. In general, am ongst  the sample there w as a great affection 

for France, its people  and culture and even for som e, a strong yearn ing  to be as French as 

possible. S om e im m igrants  in this s tudy were happy  to strip them selves o f  parts o f  the ir  LI 

identity in o rder  to appear  m ore  French. For exam ple , two subjects changed  their  nam es 

from difficult to p ronounce  Irish nam es to m ore m anageable  French versions. (O ne 

participant was. on the o ther  hand, critical o f  two Irish friends w ho changed  the spelling  o f  

their  Irish nam es from  S iobhan and D earbhla  to C hevonne  and Dei-vla to m ake it easier  for 

French speakers  to p ronounce.)  O thers  still, have taken stronger m easures  to be m ore 

French. M arianne  for exam ple ,  prefers never  to speak  English i f  she can help it and rarely 

reveals her  British identity. Tabitha is looking forward to becom ing  a French citizen and 

feels m ore "E u ro p ean ” than British. These  im m igran ts  encountered vei'y little negative 

attitude am o n g  the native French popula tion  tow ards English speakers. T hanks  partly  to the 

efforts o f  Jane  Birkin, a British actress resident in France who exploited her  ow n 

Englishness  unasham edly , the English accent is a desirable foreign accent, considered  

“ sexy” by m any French people.
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W ith the exception o f  one subject (Henry), a considerable degree o f  Francophilia 

prevailed across the sample. There was very little sense o f  loss am ong the subjects who 

adm itted that their English has atrophied as their French improved. However, for m any 

im migrants this loss o f  one’s identity and language is a more com plex problem .

Pavlenko & Lantolf (2000) have identified two disparate phases in the assim ilation 

into a new culture and language for near-native learners. The first phase is one o f  loss o f  

se lf and voice, w hereas the second is one o f  recovery and the em ergence o f  a new voice. 

The initial phase o f  loss can be segmented into five stages;

( 1) loss o f  one’s linguistic identity

(2) loss o f all subjectivities

(3) loss o f  the frame o f reference and the link between the

signifier and the signified

(4) loss o f  the inner voice

(5) first language attrition

The phase o f  recovery and (re)construction encom passes four critical 

stages:

(1) appropriation o f  o thers’ voices

(2) em ergence o f one’s own new voice, often in writing first

(3) translation therapy: reconstruction o f  one’s past

(4) continuous growth into new positions and subjectivities.

(Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000:163)

In this thesis, none o f the participants indicated a sense o f loss, as many o f  them have 

purposefully left their old identity behind, happy to em brace a new one.
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1.3 The Importance o f Passing for a Native Speaker

One o f  the requirements o f  taking part in this experiment was the ability to pass for a native 

French speaker. Although it would have been preferable to have had a panel o f  native 

speakers who could judge whether the participants had native-like competence, financial 

and logistical factors constrained me to adopt an approach whereby each participant was 

asked to decide their level o f  fluency for themselves.

Pavlenko and Lantolf conclude that

[i]n the human sciences first-person accounts in the fonn of 

personal narratives provide a much richer source o f  data than do 

third-person distal observations. (Pavlenko and Lantolf, 2000:157)

Each o f  the participants in this study claimed to pass for a native speaker on a regular basis. 

As all the participants were interviewed in public places such as restaurants and cafes 

throughout Paris, (all prospective participants were offered a free lunch), a certain amount 

o f  spoken communication in French was necessary. In this way, it was possible to ascertain 

which participants were more native-like than others. Olwen, for example, spoke excellent 

French with a distinct English accent. Our waiter recognised this immediately and 

attempted to speak to her in English but Olwen repeatedly answered in French and 

eventually the waiter yielded. As already mentioned, some o f  the participants pass regularly 

for native French speakers and prefer to be thought o f  as French nationals (Marianne and 

Tabitha). For them it is the apogee o f  linguistic performance. For others, passing for a 

native speaker was a phase they went through in the early stages o f  their French experience 

(Keelin and Siobhan) before they were confident enough to consider that their LI 

background might consititute an advantage rather than a disadvantage. It was something
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that could be exploited in certain social situations. In answ er to the question “Do you pass 

regularly for a native speaker?” Siobhan gave the following answer,

“Only when I’m taking the m ick...in an Irish w ine bar, it’s soo easy 

and soo tempting.... Otherwise, on the phone (in French) but not 

for very long....l told you already, I w ouldn’t lose my accent....the 

French love it and I get away with m urder!!” (Siobhan, 2007)

Kenneth, too, was happy to be an “English gentlem an” abroad and was

careful to reveal his background to interlocutors as early as possible in social encounters.

1.4 Envoi

Birdsong (2005) has argued that it is unfair to expect a near-native speaker’s entire L2 

repertoire to be com parable to that o f  a native speaker. However, for the moment, there 

exist no other com prehensive controls against which near-native speaker com petence might 

be compared. Birdsong argues for a variety o f  elicitation procedures.

More studies should look at individual L2 learners’ end-state 

attainm ent across a range o f linguistic behaviors, to determ ine if 

nativelikeness, when observed, is in fact, lim ited to narrow domains 

o f perform ance. (Birdsong, 2005 :11)

In keeping with this perspective, by testing participants in this study on different tasks, my

intention was to explore whether the com petence o f  near-native speakers could in fact -a t

least in the areas tested- match that o f  native speakers.
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review

2.1 The Origins of the Critical Period Hypothesis

Do children make better language learners than adults? In language learning 

does the early bird get the worm? Is there an optimal age to learn a foreign language?

These are among the questions that linguists have been trying to answer since the early part 

o f  the twentieth century and continue to be a source o f  much debate both in the public 

domain and in linguistic theory. One response is that those who start learning a language 

at a young age have a better chance o f  success than adult learners. In fact, the general 

consensus holds that children, as a rule, make better language learners than adults.

Canadian neurosurgeons, Penfield and Roberts, were the first to connect “the earlier, the 

better” belief to the plasticity o f  a child’s developing brain. This plasticity, also known as 

neuroplasticity, refers to the brain’s ability to reorganise itself by forming new neural 

connections. It was not believed to last beyond the end o f  childhood at the time.

Lenneberg, in his book Biological Foundations o f  Language, (1967) 

postulated that there was a critical period for the acquisition o f  language between the age o f  

2 and the onset o f  puberty. The end o f  this critical period was seen by Lenneberg as 

confluent with the cortical lateraiisation o f  function, thus supposedly making the transfer o f  

function, linguistic, or otherwise, impossible.

In the case o f  language, the limiting factors postulated are cerebral 

immaturity on the one end with lateralization o f  function at the 

other end o f  the critical period. (Lenneberg, 1967:176)
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Lenneberg  offered ev idence from three different sources to  support his Critical Period 

H ypothesis  (CPH), the first was from studies on aphasia. A cco rd ing  to a w ide  consensus 

there are two areas o f  the cerebral cortex that are responsible  for the com prehension  and 

p roduc tion  o f  speech; B ro c a ’s area and W ern icke ’s area. F ro m  the study o f  traumatic 

aphasia, (that is total o r  partial loss o f  the ability to use or unders tand  language, usually  

caused by  stroke, brain d isease or injury) we know  that lesions involving B ro c a ’s area lead 

to difficulties in producing  speech whilst leaving relatively intact the understanding  o f  

w ords and sentences. Lesions to W ern ick e ’s area entail a loss o f  com prehension  whilst 

sparing the ability to speak, a lthough the speech o f  such patients is often difficult to 

understand. During the first decade o f  life, the hum an brain is g row ing  and developing  

continuously . Linguistic functions have not yet been localized to specific areas o f  the brain 

and this a llows for a certain degree o f  “plasticity” o f  the m aturing  brain. W hen a c h i ld ’s 

brain encounters traumatic injury it does not undergo the sam e extent o f  loss o f  function as 

an adult brain because it is still m aturing and the neuronal ne tw orks have not yet been 

established. A ccord ing  to Scovel,

Research into aphasia, and studies o f  hem ispherec tom y and split- 

brain patients, has given rise to two superfic ially  contradictory 

claims about the m anner  in which the brain p rocesses  language.

On the one hand, there is irrefutable ev idence  that for the vast 

majority o f  adults, the production and com prehension  o f  speech 

is located in tw o closely situated but clearly distinct areas o f  the 

left hem isphere, B roca’s and W ern ick e ’s, and this localization o f  

function is not fully com ple ted  until about ten years old.

(Scovel, 1997:79)



Lenneberg noted that children affected by aphasia (before they reached the onset o f  

puberty, i.e., his postulated end o f  the critical period) had a good chance o f  recovering the 

language function; this chance appeared to diminish with age;

In patients between four and ten years o f  age, the symptoms are 

similar to adult symptomatology but there is an extraordinary 

difference in the prognosis in two ways: the overwhelming 

majority o f  these children recover fially and have no aphasic 

residue in later life: and the period during which recovery from 

aphasia takes place may last much longer than in the adult.

Instead o f  the adult trend toward a five months period o f  

improvement, children may show steady improvement over a 

period o f  several years, but usually not after puberty. (Lenneberg,

1967: 146)

He maintained that due to the plasticity o f  brain functions before puberty, the right 

hemisphere could take over the functions o f  the left, where nonnally, language functions 

are carried out.

At the beginning o f  language development both hemispheres 

seem to be equally involved; the dominance phenomenon seems 

to come about through a progressive decrease in involvement o f  

the right hemisphere. If, however, the left hemisphere is not 

functioning properly the physiological activities o f  the right 

hemisphere persist in their earlier function. (Lenneberg,

1967: 131)

Evidence for the CPU was also taken from a number o f  studies conducted on the language 

development o f  children affected with Down syndrome. Lenneberg reported a markedly
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diminished ability in these children to learn a language once they reached puberty. In a 

three-year observational study o f  54 individuals with Down syndrome (Lenneberg, Nichols 

and Rosenberger, 1964), progress in language development was apparent only in children 

under the age o f  14.

Progress in language development was only recorded in children 

younger than fourteen. Cases in their later teens were the same 

in terms o f  their language development at the beginning as at the 

end o f  the study. (Lenneberg, 1967:155)

Lenneberg took this as further evidence that once puberty is reached, the neurological 

ilexibiiity o f  the brain is lost and the critical period for language ends.

There has been much support for Lenncberg’s CPU. C hom sky’s theory o f  

Universal Grammar, ibr example, has been strongly associated with the CPU. Universal 

Grammar Theory holds that the speaker tacitly knows a set o f  principles that apply to all 

languages, and parameters that vary within clearly defined limits from one language to 

another. Acquiring a language from this view means discovering how these principles 

apply to a particular language and which value is appropriate to each parameter. To start 

with, a child’s mind is open to any human language; it ends by acquiring a particular 

language. Universal Grammar Theory is interpreted by some as in keeping with the CPH, 

insofar as one school o f  thought believe UG to be no longer accessible after the onset o f  

puberty. Cook summarises this viewpoint as follows:

UG is no longer available after a particular point in maturation; just 

as the milk teeth drop out, so UG becomes defunct. (Cook,

1988:185)

A number o f  studies were conducted in the tleld o f  first language acquisition, the results o f  

which were considered as providing evidence Lenneberg's CPI 1.
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2.2 The CPH and First Language Acquisition

Providing evidence for the CPH and the acquisition o f  an L I ,  as has already 

been noted, is extremely difficult. To find children who receive radically reduced or 

irregular LI input is an almost impossible task. There is one particular community, 

however, that might provide evidence for the CPH, that o f  deaf children learning sign 

language. Many hearing parents o f  deaf children prefer not to teach their children to sign 

as they feel this will isolate them from the hearing community; instead deaf children are 

taught to speak or to lip-read, coming to sign language later in life. In fact, only 10% o f  the 

American deaf community are native signers, i.e. deaf children o f  deaf parents exposed to 

American Sign Language (ASL) from birth

It is important to note that ASL is a syntactically and morphologically complex 

language like any other. Newport and Supalla (1987) studied a number o f  congenitally deaf 

subjects with different ages o f  onset for initial exposure to their first language (ASL). 

Subjects were divided into three groups: native learners who had learned ASL from birth 

from their deaf parents: early learners who were first exposed to ASL between the ages o f  4 

and 6: and late learners, who did not leam ASL until age 12 or later. All three groups were 

tested on the production and comprehension o f  ASL morphology. Results o f  the tests 

displayed a clear linear decline with increasing age o f  exposure on almost all moiphemes 

tested. Native learners scored higher than the two other groups and the early learners 

scored better than the late learners on both production and comprehension. This study has 

provided many with a strong argument in favour o f  the CPH for first language acquisition. 

However, as Johnson and Newport (1989) report, the results o f  the study also demonstrate 

that Lenneberg's version o f  the CPH is not entirely correct, as there was no sudden drop-off 

in ability at puberty for these subjects. Also, although the late learners did not attain the
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sam e levels o f  profic iency  as the o ther groups, they  did m anage to learn the language, 

w hich  rules out the m ore  extrem e interpretations o f  the hypothesis.

Accord ing  to S ingleton and Newport:

Native signers acquire A S L  in a norm al fashion, parallel to 

hearing children learning spoken language, and by middle 

ch ildhood attain native fluency in the language. In contrast, late 

learners o f  A SL lack m uch o f  the syntactic and m orphological 

com plex ity  used by native signers, and are inconsistent in their 

linguistic perform ance overall (Singleton & Newport,  2004:7)

2.2.1 Feral Children

It is as already noted, diftlcuit to Inid corroborative evidence for the Critical 

Period H ypothesis  in FLA. Children deprived o f  all linguistic input are autom atically  

deprived on a num ber  o f  other levels, cognitive, perceptual and social levels am o n g  them. 

Certain studies have been cited in order to provide evidence for the CPH  and FLA , notably 

the cases o f  Victor, Genie , Chelsea and other feral children, as they are known. These 

studies involve children who, because o f  neglect, or ostracisation from their com m unity ,  

had little or no verbal contact in their formative years. In 1970, a wild child  w as found in 

California: a girl o f  13 w ho  had been isolated in a small room and had not been spoken to 

by her parents  since infancy. “G enie ,” as she was later dubbed to protect her privacy by  the 

psycholinguis ts  w ho tested her, could not stand erect. At the time, she was unable  to speak; 

she could only w him per. She never succeeded in mastering English m orphosyn tax  in spite 

o f  a num ber  o f  years o f  intensive language coaching. Even after eight years o f  living within 

a “no rm al” environm ent she never m anaged  to fully master the gram m atica l structures o f  

English. Psychological tests showed that G e n ie ’s cognitive abilities were  within a normal
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range. Her lexical development was good but her speech consisted m ainly o f  groups o f 

bare lexical elements. Unlike normal children, how ever, Genie never asked questions, 

despite m any efforts to train her to do so, and her speech developm ent was slow. A few 

weeks after norm al children reach the two-word stage, their speech generally develops so 

rapidly that it is difficult to keep track o f  or describe. N o such explosion occurred for 

Genie. Four years after she began to put words together, her speech rem ained, for the most 

part, like a som ewhat garbled telegram. Furthem iore, Genie failed to acquire certain 

gramm atical principles. For example, she could not grasp the difference betw een various 

pronouns, or between active and passive verbs, (Curtiss, 1977). In that respect, she 

appeared to suffer from liaving passed the critical period. This was a sinister way to 

provide evidence for the critical period, but G en ie’s case seems to both corroborate and 

refute L enneberg’s claim s regarding a critical period for FLA because, according to Curtiss: 

“ ..in the most fundamental and critical respects, G enie has language.”(Curtiss, 1977:204) 

G en ie’s case was, nonetheless a very im portant case and seem ed to indicate in 

particular that language-learning ability is not necessarily a function o f  intellectual capacity. 

It is also understandable on general grounds perhaps, that Genie never did m aster the 

English language; it is difficult to imagine the traum a o f  the first fourteen years o f  her life 

from which she clearly never recovered. A lthough her cognitive abilities tested w ithin the 

normal range, psychological damage means that her case cannot be counted as solid 

evidence or counterevidence for Lenneberg’s CPU as this was not intended to be based on 

subjects who had suflered during their formative years.

It is im possible to say why some children are capable o f  

overcom ing the insults inflicted upon their early health, whereas 

others succumb to them. The degree and duration o f  neglect, the 

initial state o f  health, the care provided for them after discovery.
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and many other factors are bound to influence the outcome; in 

the absence o f  information on these points, virtually no 

generalizations may be made with regard to human development.

(Lenneberg, 1967:142)

The discovery o f  Genie came shortly after the release o f  a French film, 

“L ’enfant sauvage” based on the life o f  another feral child, Victor, discovered in the forest 

o f  Aveyron in 18th-century France. The government ordered him brought to Paris to be 

examined by doctors in an institution for deaf-mutes, where he came under the care o f  the 

physician Jean Itard, who also acted as the boy’s tutor. Itard gave Victor his name, as he 

seemed to respond best to the sound “o” . lie also appointed a local woman. Mme. Guerain, 

as foster-mother for Victor. For five years Itard attempted to train Victor to speak, to no 

avail. Victor, thanks to Itard’s training, managed to communicate his requirements using 

simple written expressions but never succeeded in producing oral language. Some have 

suggested that Victor may have suffered from a psychiatric disorder (Lane, 1976, Shattuck, 

1980) . There have also been criticisms o f  itard’s method in that he attached a 

disproportionate importance to oral speech and neglected to build upon what Victor had 

already achieved in his attempts to communicate. (Lane, 1976:169)

There were other cases such as that o f  Chelsea, (Curtiss 1988), a hearing-impaired 

woman mistakenly diagnosed as being mentally handicapped. Upon diagnosis it was 

discovered that her hearing problem could be rectified through surgery, which was 

subsequently carried out. Chelsea’s language progress was like that o f  Genie: considerable 

vocabulary development but no real capacity to acquire syntactic structures.
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2.3 CPH and Second Language Acquisition (SLA)

L en n eb e rg ’s critical period hypothesis  was m ainly  concerned  with first language 

acquisition. H ow ever  he did address the question  o f  second language acquisition:

O u r  ability  to learn foreign languages tends to  confuse  the picture.

M ost  individuals  o f  average intelligence are able  to learn a second 

language after the beginning  o f  their second decade, a lthough the 

inc idence  o f  “ language learning b locks” rapidly  increases after 

puberty. M oreover, a person can learn to com m unica te  in a foreign 

language at the age o f  forty. This does not trouble  our basic 

hypothesis  on age  limitations because we m ay assum e that the 

cerebral o rganization for language learning as such has taken place 

during  childhood, and since natural languages tend to resem ble one 

ano ther  in m any fundam ental aspects, the m atrix  for language 

skills is present. (Lenneberg , 1967 176)

Em pirical studies on the CPH in relation to SLA can be broadly  divided into two types, 

those addressing foreign language learning, which are usually conducted in a c lassroom  

se tting  (henceforth  referred to as c lassoom  studies) and those addressing second language 

acquisition (SL A ), generally  involving im m igrants  to a new  country w here  they must learn 

the language. T he  studies are diverse, using a variety o f  m ethodo log ies  and subject groups, 

and yielding, predictably, quite he terogeneous results. For M unoz  (2008) it is im portant to 

distinguish betw een  SLA and classroom studies as, studies in the respective areas yield 

significant findings for second language acquisition studies in general.

On the basis o f  the d ifferences observed, it is argued that the 

am ount and quality  o f  the input have a significant bearing on 

the effects that age o f  initial learning has on second  language
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learning. It is also c laimed that age-related studies in foreign 

language learning settings have yielded significant findings that 

contribute  to the developm ent o f  an integrated explanation o f  

age effects on second language acquisition. (Mufioz, 2008:1)

Kxashen, L ong  & Scarcella  (1979) reviewed a nu m b er  o f  studies on SLA  and d rew  the 

fo llow ing  conclusions:

(1) A dults  proceed through early stages o f  syntactic  and 

m orphological developm ent faster than children (w here  time 

and exposure  are held constant)

(2) O lder children acquire faster than younger children 

(again, in early  stages o f  m oiphological and syntactic 

developm ent where time and exposure are held constant).

(3) A cquirers w ho begin natural exposure to second 

languages during childhood generally  achieve h igher second 

language profic iency than those beginning  as adults. (Krashen,

Long & Scarcella, 1979:573)

These  authors were am ong  the first to make a clear distinction between studies that 

investigated eventual (or ultimate) a ttainment and those that concentra ted  upon the rate o f  

acquisition. Naturalistic  studies have yielded ev idence on ultimate a tta inm ent in an L2 

w hereas  c lassroom studies are by their nature, generally  confined to s tudying the rate o f  

acquisition.
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2.3.1 Classroom Studies

Certain educational authorities were influenced by Penfield’s theory that “ ...th e  

hum an brain becom es progressively stiff and rigid after the age o f  nine.” (Penfield & 

Roberts, 1959:236) and experim ents were carried out in order to determ ine w hether it w as a 

valuable exercise to introduce second languages into the prim ary school and not wait until 

pupils entered the secondary system, as had previously been the case. A num ber o f  those 

studies are discussed in the next section. Unfortunately, in a num ber o f  the earlier studies 

(Brega & Newell 1967, O iler & Nagato, 1974), the m ethodology was flawed, as it was not 

rigorous enough. The findings, as a result, are am bivalent.

In 1967 Brega and Newell reported in their US study, that students who had taken 

part in a FLES (Foreign Language in the F.lementary School) program m e perform ed 

significantly better on testing than those students who had had no exposure to a second 

language, in this case, French. Two groups o f  students were com pared, a FLES group and a 

non FLES group. The FLES group consisted o f  76 students who had been enrolled in the 

FLES program m e since third grade, (age 9 approxim ately) and the non FLES group who 

had been learning F'rench since seventh grade, (age 13 approxim ately) consisted o f 

approxim ately 54 students. Pupils in the FLES program m e had 80 m inutes o f  French 

instruction a week in the elem entary grades. All pupils were tested using the M odern 

Language Association Test o f  French at the end o f  eleventh grade (age 17 approxim ately) 

and results indicate that the FLES group perform ed significantly better on all four tests.

The authors stated that they believed that one o f  the reasons for the success o f  the 

program m e was that French was taught to the FLES classes by a specialist who visited the 

classroom  on a regular basis and not their normal class teacher. No inform ation is given in 

the study as to what type o f  instniction was offered at the later grades. 1 lowever, it is 

difficult to declare unreservedly that the FLES program m e is a success in this case, as, since
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not only was the age o f  onset different for the two groups but also the length o f  instruction. 

The extra four years o f  French instruction would have conferred a considerable advantage 

upon the FLES group.

In 1980 Stankowski-Gratton carried out a study on the introduction o f  German as a 

foreign language to first (average age 6 years) and third grade (average age 8 years) 

students in Italy. There were 11 children in each class and German lessons were given 

three times a week in the afternoons through the intermediary o f  the Associazione Culturale 

Italo-Tedesca. (Gennano-Italian Cultural Association). The same method was used for both 

classes, a traditional method using pictures and dialogues. The children, when tested at the 

end o f  the school year performed well on a modified version o f  the Modem Language 

Aptitude Test as well as a test on linguistic acquirements. The children also completed a 

questionnaire to determine their level o f  motivation. The third-grade children outperformed 

the younger group by more than 17%. However, Stankowski- Gratton admitted that the 

methodology might have been more suitable for the older group o f  children. She also 

expressed concerns that the class might have been too long for the younger children, as they 

were unused to having academic classes in the afternoons. She concluded however, that as 

the younger children had m anaged to complete almost 80% o f  the German course without 

any obvious difficulty, with a modified curriculum and coursework aimed at younger 

children, the introduction o f  a second language from the first grade could be accounted a 

success.

Oiler and Nagato carried out a study in 1974 on Japanese schoolchildren studying 

English as a foreign language. At the time o f  the study, the school system in .lapan 

provided a six-year programme o f  FLES as well as six years o f  EFL (English as a Foreign 

Language) in high school. However, there had been scarcely any research to determine the 

long-term eiTects o f  FLES in Japanese schools. Pupils in the FLES programmes had an
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initial 120 minutes o f  EFL a week in the first four grades (3*40 minutes), dropping to 80 

minutes a week in the last two grades o f  elementary school. Once the pupils entered high 

school they were divided into two ability levels according to their level o f  proficiency in 

English. New students entering the school with no previous instruction in English were 

placed in beginner EFL classes. However, from eighth grade (age 14 approximately) pupils 

were mixed indiscriminately, although from three to five ability levels were distinguished. 

In this study, cloze tests were devised to test the ability o f  the subjects at three different 

levels o f  ability. Tests were administered to grades 7, 9 and 11. Results showed a highly 

significant difference in results between FLES and non-FLES students at grade 7, with 

FLES students scoring significantly higher on all tests than the non-I'LI:S students. This 

difference was less significant in grade 9 and had virtually disappeared by grade I I. Oiler 

and Nagato concluded that the FLES programme did not have a lasting positive effect in 

this instance. They suggested that this might have been due to the fact that both sets o f  

students were integrated and the FLES students had to “mark time while the non-FLES 

students caught up,” Oiler and Nagato, p. 18). They concluded however, that there was no 

firm evidence that students who had participated in FLES programmes would progress 

more rapidly than those that did not.

Another study carried out around this time was that o f  Burstall (1975) on the 

NFER (National Foundation for Educational Research) French Project in England and 

Wales. French was introduced into the primary school curriculum on an experimental 

basis from September 1964 and pupils were to be taught French by their class teacher 

from the age o f  eight. The overall sample consisted o f  approximately 5,300 pupils, all 

aged between 8 years and 8 years 11 months at the beginning o f  the project. There were a 

number o f  unforeseen difficulties at the beginning o f  the project. Some teachers were 

absent for a whole term, as they were attending an intensive French course in France; in
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other  schools no trained s ta f f  were  available  to teach  French during the first te rm  o f  the 

experim ent, w ith  the resu lt  that the first g roup (or  cohort) started learning French a w hole  

terni later than their peers in the project. T he  tim e-span o f  the experim ent did not allow 

all participants to be stud ied  for an equal am oun t o f  time. The first and third cohorts had 

five years o f  study, three at prim ary  level and tw o at secondary, w hereas  the second 

“cohort” had six years  o f  French study with  three years at prim ary  level and three at 

secondary . T he  findings were  very  sim ilar  to those  o f  O iler and Nagato:

O the r  th ings be ing  equal, the o lder  children tended to learn French 

m ore  efficiently  than the younger  ones did. Pupils taught French 

from the age o f  eight did not show  any substantial gains in 

ach ievem ent, com pared  with those  w ho  had been taught French 

from the age o f  e leven. By the age o f  16, the only area in which 

the pupils taught French from the age o f  eight show ed any 

superiority  was that o f  listening com prehension. Even there, the 

d ifferences betw een  the various groups o f  pupils, a lthough 

statistically significant, were hardly  o f  a substantial nature, being 

o f  the o rder o f  two to four point d ifference on a 28-item test- a 

fairly m in im al return for the extra years spent learning French in 

the prim ary school. (Burstall , 1975:195)

O ne o f  the m ost successful second language experim ents  in history is that o f  

C a n a d a ’s French im m ersion  project which has been closely observed by m any linguists, 

am ong  them, Swain, Lapkin, Genessee , C u m m in s  and Harley. For N ikolov  & Djigunovic 

(2006), the distinction betw een  traditional c lassroom  settings and im m ersion p rogram m es is 

very important.
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While in immersion programs teachers are proficient users o f  

both languages and the curriculum requires a primary focus on 

meaning, in FL contexts teachers’ proficiency and age- 

appropriate methodology vary to a great extent. A further 

difference concerns achievement targets: FL learners are not 

expected to achieve native L2 level in school; in fact 

achievement targets tend to be modest and different levels may 

be required in the four skills. Finally in FL contexts L2 is 

considered -  and often assessed -  as a subject in the curriculum 

in its own right and learners do not necessarily associate it with 

something more useful than math or science. (Nikolov &

Djigunovic, 2006:241)

In a 1989 article on this project, Swain and Lapkin made some interesting observations, 

supported by evidence from the immersion project. The French immersion project exists in 

a variety o f  forms but the programme which has received the most attention, is that o f  early 

immersion, which begins at the beginning o f  elementary school, that is to say that all 

instmction for the first few years o f  schooling is in French. The majority o f  children 

enrolled in this programme are monolingual English speakers. As schooling progresses 

more English is gradually introduced into the curriculum with teaching being split more or 

less equally between English and French by the end o f  elementary school. The second type 

o f  programme is called late immersion, with students entering the programme around the 

age o f  eleven or twelve. Prior to entering the programme, children take daily lessons in 

French as a second language for one year. Once enrolment in the immersion programme 

begins, all classes may be in French or as little as fifty percent. Four comparative studies 

between early and late immersion were carried out between 1975 and 1978 (Archibald et
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al., 2006). Late immersion students were rated consistently higher in all aspects o f  

linguistic performance. Swain and Lapkin noted in 1982 that “ [w]e are least likely to find 

differences between the early and late immersion students in literacy-related skills.” (Swain 

and Lapkin, 1989:152)

However, they also noted that early immersion students

[t]end to perform better than late ones on listening and speaking 

tests. Early immersion students also tend to be more confident 

about their language skills and to report lower anxiety levels 

when using French. (Swain & Lapkin 1989:151) I 

It was noted that the late immersion learners relied more upon analytical language ability 

than early learners did. thus supporting B le y -V ro m a n ’s “Fundamental Difference 

Hypothesis" (1988):

The Fundamental Difference Hypothesis predicts that those 

adults who appear to be successful at learning a second language 

will necessarily have a high level o f  verbal ability. In other 

words, if  the Critical Period Hypothesis is interpreted as applying 

only to implicit language acquisition, no exceptions should be 

found-that is, no adults should be found who are successful in 

acquiring a second language without having a high level o f 

verbal analytical ability, which allows for explicit learning.

(DeKeyser, 2000:501)

Swain (2000), however, is adamant that earlier is not necessarily better. Referring to the 

1989 study by Harley and Hart she states,

[a]s the L2 proficiency results o f  the younger and older learners 

were not substantially different, the results support other
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evidence that older learners are m ore efficient learners than 

younger learners and do not support the contention (e.g., Felix 

1985) that analytic, problem -solving abilities o f  older learners 

will interfere with their L2 success. (Swain, 2000:206)

More recent studies o f  immersion program m es have focussed on w hether different 

com ponents o f  language aptitude were positively associated with L2 outcom es In a 

com parative analysis by Harley and Hart (1997), 65 eleventh-grade students from  four 

different classes and schools were studied. Tw o o f  the four classes were continuing an 

early partial French im mersion program m e in which 50% o f their schooling had taken place 

in I'rcnch sincc first grade. Students in the other two classes were continuing a partial 

immersion program m e that had begun in grade 7. All students were still receiving 50%  of 

their daily instruction through French (the other 50% was in English, the students’ native 

language). Testing for proficiency was done through a vocabulary recognition task, a 

listening com prehension test, a cloze test including a written production task and an 

individual oral test. Participants were also tested on their memory and analytical ability 

using an associative m em ory test, where participants were asked to match 24 Kurdish word 

pairs from m em ory with the correct English translation. For the second m em ory test 

students had to reproduce two short narrative texts after listening only once to the same 

texts, which had been pre-recorded. The third task was the language analysis subtest from 

the PLAB IV, (Pim sleur Language Aptitude B attery) designed to assess the ability to 

analyse language structure.

On exam ination o f the results it em erged that two different com ponents o f  language 

aptitude were positively associated with language outcom es. For the early im m ersion 

students, m em ory for text was the main predictor for proficiency on three o f  the tasks: 

listening com prehension, cloze text and vocabulary recognition. Language analysis was
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also a significant pred ic tor  for these tasks. H ow ever, none  o f  the aptitude m easures  w ere  

predictive o f  scores on either  written production o r  oral tasks. For the late im m ersion 

students, only language analysis em erged as predic tive  o f  vocabulary  recognition and 

written tasks. No aptitude m easure  correlated with the lis tening com prehension  o r oral 

tasks. Overall the early im m ersion  students perform ed better  on listening com prehension , 

sentence repetition and vocabulary  recognition but the late im m ersion students scored 

significantly better on the written tasks.

Although the next study is not strictly a c lassroom  study, it is however, a follow-up 

study conducted by Harley and Hart in 2002. For this reason, it has been included in this 

section. This subsequent study was designed to explore  the re lationship between age, 

aptitude and other variables am ongst students on a bilingual exchange programme. There 

were 26 participants in all, in tenth and eleventh grade in Canadian  high school, all o f  

w hom  had been enrolled in core French p rogram m es since grade 4 or  earlier. Students 

were staying with a French-speaking family in Q uebec for a period o f  3 months. The  same 

m ethodology  was used as in the 1997 study and students also com pleted  a questionnaire  on 

their experiences in the host environment. Once again, analytical ability did influence 

learning success but less consistently  than in the 1997 study. Also, memoi-y for text was 

less relevant for this g roup  than for the early im m ersion  students in the previous study. 

N ikolov & Djigunovic (2006) query the au tho rs ’ assum ption  that age o f  initial exposure  is 

qualitatively different from age o f  initial intensive exposure  as the criteria for this 

distinction is unclear.

A further question may be how early exposure  to an L2 will 

inlluence learners’ L2 learning orientations, and how it may 

impact on learning L3 or further languages. (N ikolov  &

Djigunovic, 2006:242)
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2.3.2 More Recent Classroom Studies

In Spain, in recent years two well-documented longitudinal projects have been 

carried out. Both projects explore early versus late introduction o f  English as a Foreign 

Language to bilingual students. Munoz (2006) in conjunction with the Barcelona Age 

Factor Project (BAF) commenced her study in 1995, a study, which involved 1,928 

participants. The project began at a time when a new curriculum was being introduced into 

Spanish state schools. English as a Foreign Language was being introduced at age 8 instead 

o f  age 11 as had been the case before 1995. The introduction o f  the new curriculum took 

eight years during which is was possible to find students who had commenced learning 

linglish at the age o f  8 and others who did not start studying the language until the age o f  1 1 

under the old regime. Data collection commenced in 1996, at which point it was possible to 

fmd students who had been learning English for the same amount o f  time but who had 

different ages o f  exposure. Data were collected at 200, 416 and 726 hours o f  exposure from 

five groups o f  students; two central groups who commenced learning at age 8 and 1 1 

respectively and three other groups. The three other groups were (1) a group o f  17 very 

young learners with age o f  onset between 2 and 6, (2) a group o f  51 pupils with an AO of 

14 and (3) a group o f  135 adults who commenced learning English at age 18 or older. The 

aims o f  the project were to determine if age has an effect on the rate o f  foreign language 

learning, to see if  younger learners would surpass older learners, and to see how age affects 

different language domains during foreign language learning. The participants were tested 

on speaking, listening, writing and reading in EFL (English as a Foreign Language) as well 

as on comprehension in their LI (Spanish and Catalan). They also completed a 

questionnaire in Catalan, which contained questions on the pupils’ English language histoi^ 

as well as on their attitudes towards the study o f  English.
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The results confirmed that there was an age-related difference in the rate o f  foreign 

language learning, as the older learners did progress faster than the younger learners.

Muiioz found that the adults and adolescents displayed a very rapid rate o f  learning for the 

first 200 hours. The learners who commenced EFL at age 11 made the most progress in the 

second third o f  the overall period (between 200 and 416 hours), whereas the younger 

learners (who commenced EFL at age 8 made the most progress during the final period 

(between 416 and 726 hours). For both o f  these groups the rapid increase in learning rate 

coincided with the age o f  12. As for the second research question, this study found that 

younger learners did not surpass the older learners. Munoz concluded that in the classroom 

language learning context, younger learners may need more time to catch up with older 

learners than in the second language learning (naturalistic) context. Also, the language- 

learning domain most affected by age was that controlled by implicit language learning 

mechanisms (e.g., listening comprehension)

After nine years o f  formal learning o f  English, the younger 

learners in this study reduced the distance with respect to older 

learners on tests with a greater involvement o f  implicit learning 

mechanisms. However, from there it does not follow that 

younger learners will necessarily outperfonn older learners in the 

longer term. On the contrary, if the older learners’ advantage is 

mainly due to their superior cognitive development, no 

differences in proficiency are to be expected when differences in 

cognitive development disappear with age. (Muiioz, 2006:34)

The fact that the BAF project allowed for a much longer time-frame than previous studies 

in this area means that the results o f  the study must have far-reaching implications for the 

introduction o f  foreign languages into the school curriculum.
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The other Spanish study is that on Basque-Spanish speakers learning EFL who were 

studied after having com pleted 600 hours o f  EFL. (Cenoz, 2003). Instruction, however, had 

started at different ages: in kindergarten (age 4), in grade 3 (age 8), and in grade 6 (age 11). 

The data for the study w ere collected in 1998 and 1999. The study instruments included a 

background questionnaire: a narrative activity with the aid o f  pictures (Frog, W here Are 

You? M ayer 1969), a second activity-related narration, a listening com prehension test, a 

cloze test and a reading com prehension test. The students were also required to write a 

com position about them selves as well as filling in a questionnaire designed to m easure their 

attitudes towards English. Six hundred hours o f  instruction m eant that the at the time o f 

data collection, students were in fifth year o f  prim ary school, second year and fifth year o f 

secondary school respectively. Results showed that the older learners (fifth year o f 

secondary school) were m ore proficient on all aspects o f  oral proficiency apart from 

pronunciation. They also scored higher in all o ther areas o f  the test.

Interestingly, the youngest group had the most positive attitude towards 

learning English o f  the three groups. Cenoz also noted that the younger group transferred 

the least num ber o f  term s and expressions from their own language (or languages). Cenoz 

comments:

In sum, this study provides more evidence to confirm  that older 

learners leam  m ore quickly than younger learners but it also proves 

that younger learners present m ore positive attitudes and are more 

m otivated and that they do not m ix languages m ore than older 

learners. (Cenoz, 2003:91)

Although, as was previously m entioned, som e o f  the earlier classroom  studies drew their 

erroneous conclusions on the basis o f  unsound m ethodologies, the overall results o f  these 

studies yield very sim ilar results. These results are in keeping with the second affirmation
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by Krashen, Long and Scarcella (1979) that older children acquire faster than younger 

children. The results o f Munoz and Cenoz support this affinnation as well as some of the 

earlier studies (Stankowski-Gratton 1980, Burstall 1975).

According to the third affinnation by Krashen et al. the younger learner has an eventual 

acquisitional advantage over older learners. The evidence for this is clear and to be found 

in many studies on ultimate attainment. However, in the case o f classroom language 

learning, the younger learners do not overtake the older learners, it has been suggested that 

the reason for this that there is not enough exposure to the L2 in a normal classroom setting 

(Ellis, 1994:152). In Mufioz (2006), the advantage that older learners have over younger 

learners (in tests involving implicit learning) is seen to diminish after a long period of 

instruction (over 700 hours) but the advantage remains nonetheless. Muiioz notes:

[tjhere is still a lack o f empirical evidence to date conilrming 

that, after the initial stages o f foreign language learning, 

younger starters overtake older starters in school settings.

(Muiioz, 2008:5)

It is important here to distinguish between FLL (Foreign Language Learning) or classroom 

studies and immersion studies. The intensity and length of exposure to the L2 is 

considerably greater in immersion programmes compared to early FLL programmes. In 

immersion studies, it has been demonstrated in long-term studies (Harley & Hart 1997, 

2002), that older learners have a long-term advantage over younger learners on oral-based 

tasks. This advantage is, according to Munoz because “[t]he massive amount of exposure 

provided by school immersion has had a significant infiuence on the results.” (Muiioz, 

2008:5)

31



2.3.3 Naturalistic Studies

In the previous section on classroom studies, the main focus was on foreign language 

learning. In this section, however, the focus is firmly on second language acquisition, 

which differs from foreign language learning in that it is, for many immigrants, the primary 

basis for integration into the adopted culture. According to Lamendella 

in a manner similar to primary language acquisition, second 

language acquisition infrasystems operate as the means for the 

assimilation o f  the learner into a network o f  social relations with 

native speakers o f  the target language and also serve a group 

idenlification system. (Lamendella, 1977:186)

In the Held o f  SLA research, many proponents o f  the CPH argue that children have an 

advantage over adults in acquiring a second language because o f  their innate biological 

endowment. This endowment, which is, according to such researchers only accessible 

within the critical period, means that those who commence acquisition outside o f  that 

period cannot successfully  achieve second language acquisition.

Studies carried out in the 1970s and 1980s concentrated, in the very large majority 

on two aspects o f  language; one was the phonological aspect, which relates to accent and 

pronunciation, the other was the morphosyntactic aspect, relating to the grammatical 

stnicture o f  the language. Some studies conducted at this time examined the relationship 

between age and SLA and concluded that there was reasonable evidence to support the 

CPH in the area o f  phonology, i.e. pronunciation and accent. (Seliger 1975, Oyama 1976). 

Opponents o f  the CPH prefer to think more in terms o f  a gradual decline in degrees o f  SLA 

success throughout the life-span. (Bialystok, Hakuta & Wiley, 2003).

Lenneberg’s CPU theory was not restricted to phonology but, as far as Scovel 

(1988) was concerned, pronunciation is the one area that is subject to the critical period
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because it is “the only aspect o f  language that has a neuromuscular basis” (Scovel 

1988:101). He maintained that learners who start learning an L2 after the age o f  12 would 

never be able “to pass themselves o ff  as native speakers” (p. 185). As already stated 

however, Scovel also admitted that there were late L2 learners who were capable o f  

achieving native-like pronunciation; the “superexceptional learners” already discussed. Not 

everybody agrees with Scovel’s conclusions. Among the dissenters is Flege, (1999) for 

w hom  the CPH is too glib a way to explain why L2 adult learners retain traces o f  their 

native accent.

As I see it, the most serious problem is that, because o f  its 

widespread appeal, the CPU dampens researchers’ enthusiasm 

for seeking and testing other potential explanations for the 

ubiquitous presence o f  foreign accents (as well as age-related 

declines in other aspects o fL 2  performance). (Flege 1999: 105)

2.3.4 Studies Evidencing a Younger = Better Effect

Early studies in SLA concentrated for the most part on the correlation between age and 

proficiency achieved or ultimate attainment, rather than rate o f  acquisition. Numerous 

attainment studies were o f  immigrants who had acquired their second language in a 

“natural" rather than a formal environment. Many o f  these studies yielded results that were 

taken as evidence o f  the CPU, in that they appeared to demonstrate that there was a 

negative relationship between age o f  arrival (AoA) and ultimate attainment. One o f  the first 

o f  these studies on ultimate attainment among immigrants was that by Asher and Garcia
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(1969) who studied 71 Cuban immigrants to California. The age- range o f  subjects was 

between 7 and 19 years and average length o f  residence in the US was five years. A panel 

o f  judges was provided by 19 American high-school children (all native speakers o f  

American English), who scored recorded utterances o f  the Cuban subjects intermingled 

with recordings o f  30 American-born children uttering the same set o f  English sentences. 

There were four points o f  reference on the marking scheme going from “definite foreign 

accent” to “native speaker” . Not one o f  the Cuban subjects was judged as being a native 

speaker, although some scored in the near-native speaker range. This could be due to a sub

cultural norm amongst some Latin American and other minority groups in the USA. In 

other words, it may have been regarded as preferable for members o f  these groups to retain 

traces o f  their native language as a clear badge o f  their ethnic authenticity. The majority o f  

near-native speakers occurred in the group o f  immigrants who had arrived in the US 

between the age o f  I and 6 and who had been resident for 5-6 years. The younger the child 

had been on arrival in the States, the higher the chances were that he would score in the 

near-native range, and this probability increased with a longer length o f  residence.

A similar result was found by Tahta, Wood and Loewenthal ( 19 8 1) in their shoit- 

tenn study on 109 subjects with various native languages (LI )  living in the UK. Age o f  

arrival varied from 6 to 15+. Their study revealed that if  a subject arrived at age 6 or 7, 

there was no accent transfer. Age o f  arrival, once again, was hugely important, accounting 

for 43 .1%  o f  variance in accent. Perception o f  accent increased dramatically in subjects 

over the age o f  I I . Mowever the age range o f  7-1 1 proved to be an interesting one where 

there might or might not be transfer o f  the native accent. The authors indicated that there 

was evidence that psychological factors might play a role in the mastery o f  an accent-free 

L2. For young men in particular there was kudos in belonging to a particular cultural sub

group and therefore no motivation for them to acquire a native-like accent. The authors
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m aintained that it m ight be necessa iy  to identify w ith  the new  language and its culture 

before be ing  capab le  o f  proficiency: “a shift o f  identification partly o r  w holly  from the LI 

culture to the L2 culture, evidenced  by the use o f  L2 in the hom e, m ay be very  im portan t”

(p. 272).

In 1974 R am sey  and W right carried out a study o f  over 1200 im m igran t children to 

C anada w ho were  learn ing  English as a second language in the Toronto  school system. The 

language tests adm inis tered  by the Toronto  Board  o f  Education (TBE), which  consisted  o f  a 

Picture V ocabulary  Test (PV T) and a six-part English  skills test, were developed  by the 

TBE. The authors reported  that s tudents who had a younger age o f  arrival:

[s]uffered no academ ic handicap on m easures o f  English skills in 

relation to grade  norm s for the Toronto  system, but for those who 

arrived at o lder  ages there was a c lear negative relationship 

betw een  A o A  and performance. (R am sey  & Wright, 1974:1 19).

H ow ever on re -exam ination  o f  the data, C um m ins  (1980) suggested that Length o f  

Residence could  account for this negative re lationship, a variable that Ram sey  and W right 

had not taken into accoun t in their original study. C um m ins  also argued that older learners 

have to learn m ore than younger  learners in order  to reach grade norms, and so in fact this 

m eant that the results o f  this study indicate an advantage for older learners.

It is difficult to test the profic iency o f  second-language learners because  there is a 

wide range o f  linguistic com ponen ts  involved; pronunciation , accent, sociolinguistic  

com petence, syntactic  and lexical com petence  am ongst  others, and som e recent tests have 

even asked learners to assess their own com petence  (Filler. 2002). This has, in fact, proved 

to be quite an efficient w ay  o f  ga thering data and has been in existence since as early  as 

1975, when an experim ent was conducted by Seliger et a! on the English and Hebrew' 

proficiency o f  im m igran ts  to the United Slates and Israel respectively. Subjects were asked
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to assess their own competence. 394 adults were interview ed in total, who had im m igrated 

at different ages and from different countries. Interviews revealed that the m ajority  o f  

subjects who had im m igrated before the age o f  nine believed them selves to be native 

speakers. Those who had im migrated after the age o f  16 felt they had a foreign accent for 

the most part, and the group who had immigrated between the ages o f  10 and 15 w ere m ore 

or less split equally between being mistaken for a native speaker and having a foreign 

accent. Length o f  residence seemed not to be a deciding factor in their com petence. 

Although m any would wonder at this very non-objective way o f  testing, it has a decided 

advantage because it elim inates any potential interference caused by nerves or a desire to 

impress or please the interviewer. Oyama (1976), looked at the pronunciation ability o r6 0  

Italian im migrants to the USA, all with different ages o f arrival (6-20) and who had been 

resident for different periods o f  time (5-18 years). In her study, Oyam a decided to include 

only male subjects in her study because she felt that due to cultural pressures, female 

subjects would not have the same opportunities for contact with the native population and 

therefore would have restricted linguistic input:

That this decision was justified for the younger as well the older 

groups is indicated by one college-age subject’s assertion that he 

spoke English with his brothers and Italian with his sisters.

Several o f  the teenage subjects confm ned that the social freedom 

o f  their female peers was often severely restricted, and that the 

g irls’ speech som etimes retlected this fact. (Oyama, 1976:263)

Subjects were recorded reading a paragraph and they were also asked to recount a 

frightening episode in their lives in order to elicit casual speech. Two Am erican-born 

graduate students then judged a 45-second sam ple taken from each recording. The judges 

then rated each sam ple on a scale o f  1-5, 1 signifying no foreign accent to 5, signifying a
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heavy foreign accent. O yam a discovered on analysis o f  the resuhs, that AoA had the 

strongest positive effect on proficiency; those arriving in the US as children perfonned in 

the same range as native speakers whereas those arriving later did not. Length o f  residence 

in the new country did not seem to be a contributing factor to L2 proficiency once the 

subjects arrived after the onset o f  puberty. Unusually, the casual speech sam ples showed 

less accent than the formal paragraph reading. This result was particularly interesting for 

Oyam a, as her study was based on Labov’s 1966 study o f  variability in New York speech. 

The expectation in this perspective would have been that casual speech would be further 

from the norm than formal speech. Oyama, however, concluded that:

These results are perhaps not so surprising after all. F'or 

im migrants, who are often painfully aware o f  their acccnts, the 

reading aloud o f printed material may well be a more stressful 

task than the informal recounting o f  an anecdote. (Oyama,

1976:283)

In 1980 one o f  the first studies to investigate the existence o f a critical period for the 

acquisition o f  syntax was carried out by Mark Patkowski on a group o f  67 im migrants 

living in the United States. Subjects were from various language backgrounds had started 

to learn English at various ages and had resided in the US for different lengths o f  time.

Only subjects who w ere deem ed to have had learned their English under optimal 

sociolinguistic conditions were chosen. All subjects were highly educated or held 

professional positions. The control group consisted o f  15 native-born Am ericans o f sim ilar 

background. Each participant was interviewed and the interview recorded. A five -m inute 

sam ple from each transcript was selected and evaluated by the judges, two ESL teachers 

with m aster’s degrees in TESOL, (Teaching English as a Second Language) with 5 years’ 

experience. Rating o f  each recording or transcript was done on a scale from I to 5 with a
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possible + value for each level apart from 5, g iving a total o f  11 possib le scores. A  number 

o f  variables were em ployed in the research, such as A oA  (age o f  arrival), length o f  

residence and formal instruction in English. Thirty-three participants had com e to the US 

before the age o f  15, the mean age o f  arrival for this group w as 8.6. The second group w ho  

had arrived after the age o f  15 had a mean A oA  o f  27.1 years.

Patkow ski’s results, w hen analysed, displayed a strong negative correlation between  

age o f  arrival and syntactic rating. Moreover, the distribution o f  ratings for the participants 

w ho had arrived before age 15 were almost all in the upper end o f  the scale, with 32 out o f  

33 o f  these participants scoring between 4+ and 5. The second group’s scores w ere more 

evenly distributed, with scores ranging from 2+ and 5 and peaking at 3+. The only other 

variable that correlated significantly with the syntactic ratings was the amount o f  informal 

exposure, (r =. 22, p = .03) but this relationship disappeared when the effect o f  age at 

arrival was elim inated. Patkowski also asked judges to rate a 30-second taped passage from  

all 82 interviews on a 0-5 point scale for phonological assessm ent (in order to replicate 

O yam a’s 1976 study). The results once again show ed a strong negative relationship  

between A oA  and accent ratings and no other variable had a significant effect.

Patkowski re-exam ined the results o f  this study in 1990 and performed a regression  

analysis on the pronunciation data. His interpretation o f  the “new ” results was that there 

was different distribution o f  accentedness in the two groups. This suggested to him that 

there w as a discontinuation in the ability to acquire an L2 accent occurring at about age 15. 

H owever there have been a number o f  detractors o f  Patkow ki’s claim; Harley and W ang 

(1997) and Birdsong (2002) have objected to Patkow ski’s 1990 conclusion, saying that his 

evidence is am biguous, as there appears to be a distinct age-related decline in phonological 

ability in the group with the later (post-puberty) A oA , i.e. those who arrived after age 15 

also.
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According to Birdsong (1999:10), “no single study has contributed more to the 

case for critical period effects than that o f Johnson and Newport (1989) and Johnson 

(1992)” . This study has been regarded as a landmark study by many, as it was originally 

believed to yield the most clear-cut evidence for the CPH. It has, more than any other 

study, attracted much criticism and has been replicated a number o f times, the most recent 

replication being that o f Seol, 2005 which will be discussed later in the paper.

Johnson and Newport’s main evidence comes from a study o f 46 Korean and 

Chinese learners o f English, all o f  whom had resided in the United States for five years or 

more but whose ages o f arrival were different. Length o f residence varied from 3 to 26 

years. The participants were divided into two groups: early and late arrivals. Early arrivals, 

12 males and I 1 females, had all arrived in the US before the age o f 15. The later arrivals, 

of whom there were also 23, comprised 17 males and 6 females. The average number of 

years in the US for early and late arrivals was 9.8 and 9.9 respectively. The sample also 

included a control group o f native speakers o f English. Subjects were asked to judge the 

grammaticality of 276 English sentences. The sentences were presented orally and subjects 

had to answer either yes or no to indicate whether they thought a given sentence was correct 

or not. The stimuli were chosen on the basis o f containing a wide variety of the most basic 

aspects of English sentence structure, for example, regular verb morphology {Every Friday 

our neighbour washes her car; Every Friday our neighbour wash her car*) or iiTegular 

noun morphology {Two mice ran into the house this morning; Two mouses ran into our 

house this morning*)

The most striking result o f this study is the age of arrival effect. Results display a 

linear relation between age o f arrival in the US and proficiency in English syntax for those 

participants who had am ved in the United States before the age of 7. fo r those immigrants 

who had arrived in the US between the ages o f 7 and 15 there seems to be a linear decline
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between performance and AoA. For those who had arrived after the age o f  17, AoA no 

longer seems to be a determinant in performance as distribution o f  performance appears to 

be random.

For participants arriving in the United States prior to the 

presumed closure o f  an age-related window o f  opportunity, 

there was a linear decline in performance that began after AOA 

o f  approximately 7 years. However, after the window o f  

opportunity closed, at AOA o f  about 17 years, the distribution 

o f  performance was essentially random. This outcome suggests 

that postmaturational AOA is not predictive o f  ultimate 

attainment; in other words, the L2 asymptote is determined not 

by a general age effect, but by one that operates within a 

defined developmental span. (Birdsong 1999:10)

Johnson and Newport (1991) conducted another study, similar to this one in an attempt to 

see if their 1989 study could be replicated with respect to the properties o f  language 

relating to Universal Grammar. Participants were 21 native Chinese speakers o f  English 

who had arrived in the USA between the ages o f  4 and 38. A negative correlation was 

found for AoA and perfonnance for the whole group. There was a steady decline in 

perfonnance according to the AoA but a sharp drop in capacity at ages 14 to 16. Beyond 

age 16, performance became random. This pattern o f  performance was considered to be in 

keeping with the results o f  the 1989 study. In 1992, Johnson conducted a closer replication 

o f  the 1989 study using the same participants and the same procedures and materials. This 

time, however, a written  version o f  the grammaticality judgement test was used, in order to 

compare results with those o f  the oral test administered in the original study. On
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exam ination  o f  the results, Johnson  found a negative correlation betw een  A oA  and 

perform ance (r = -.54) even  though the correla tion was w eaker  than that o f  the original 

study (r =  -.77).

In 2000  D eK ey se r  replicated Johnson  and N ew p o r t’s 1989 study with 57 Hungarian  

- s p e a k in g  im m igran ts  in the U SA  and a m odified  version o f  the g ram m atica li ty  test (200 

versus 278 sentences). H e  also chose  a non-Indo-E uropean  background  language to prevent 

cross-linguistic  influence as m uch  as possible. The  original questionnaire  used by  Johnson  

and N ew port w as used w ith  som e slight variation, and subjects were  asked  to take the 

M odem  Language A ptitude  Test, genera lly  considered the best test o f  verbal aptitude at the 

time, as well as a co rrespond ing  test in Hungarian: the Hungarian Language A ptitude Test. 

The findings o f  this s tudy were sim ilar  to those o f  the original 1989 study, with a negative 

correlation being found betw een  A oA  and perform ance. M oreover, the language 

acquisition o f  the early arrivals was found to be consistent with native-like com petence, 

whereas that o f  the later arrivals was m arked  by a random  distribution o f  scores.

DeKeyser, how ever, did not find a decline in perform ance as the participants approached 

age 15 as had been noted in the original study. He suggested that a prem aturational decline 

m ight not be a feature o f  the C P as c la im ed by Johnson  and Newport.

D eK eyser sought to replicate the study not only in order to assess the effect o f  age 

on ultimate a tta inm ent in L2 moi-phosyntax but also to consider the role o f  verbal analytical 

ability in L2 acquisition. He also w an ted  to test the “ Fundam ental Difference H ypothesis” , 

originally  put forward by B ley-V rom an (1988), which states that, because  adults no longer 

have access to the Language A cquisition  Device, they must rely on other  factors such as 

verbal analytical ability in order to acquire  an L2. D eK eyser predicted a strong positive 

correlation between verbal aptitude and perfo rm ance  on the test; this was further confirm ed 

by the results, as only one subject w ho had learned English as an adult perform ed poorly on
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the verbal ap titude test but had a high score on the gram m atica lity  test. F or  all o ther  adult 

learners o f  English , on ly  those with a high level o f  verbal analytical ability pe rfo rm ed  well 

in the g ram m atica li ty  test.

For DeK eyser, this s tudy provided empirical ev idence  for the CPH:

T his  s tudy  suggests  that there really  is a critical, not ju s t  a 

sensitive or  optimal, period  for language acquisition, p rov ided  

that the Critical Period H ypothesis  is understood narrow ly  

enough, that is, apply ing  only  to implicit learning o f  abstract 

structures.

(D eK eyser,  2000:519).

M ore recently , Paradis, (2004) stated that the critical period hypothesis  applies to 

implicit language learning and adults must rely on explicit learning m echan ism s  in order  to 

acquire  an L2. W ith age, he says, there is a gradual loss in plasticity o f  the “procedural 

m em ory  for language” (Paradis ,2004:59) and we becom e m ore reliant on declarative 

m em ory  for learning. For Paradis, the critical period for implicit language learning is 

betw een  the age o f  2 and 5 approxim ately , and it is essential that individuals be exposed  to 

language during  this period in order  for implicit learning to occur. Certa in  e lem ents  o f  

language are m ore  reliant on implicit language learning than others, vocabulary , for 

exam ple , is not reliant on any aspect o f  implicit m em ory , Paradis cla im s, w hereas, p rosody  

and phono logy  are intrinsically linked to implicit m em ory  and late learners m ust rely on 

com pensa to ry  m echan ism s  (such as conscious learning) to acquire  these aspects  o f  the L2. 

It is for this reason that Paradis m akes the distinction between know ledge  o f  language and 

linguistic  com petence , as, in his opinion, late learners can never achieve tiiie nativelike 

com petence  in an L2.
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The resuhs o f  the Johnson & Newport’s 1989 study and its replications 

seemed to provide many pro CPH linguists with a solid empirical basis for their argument. 

However, there have also been a number o f  criticisms, notably by Kellerman, (1995) 

Bialystok (1997) and Marinova-Todd et al (2000). Kellerman, (1995) objected to Johnson 

and N ew port’s 1989 and Johnson’s subsequent 1992 study on a number o f  grounds. One 

objection was to the methodology used. He argued that the method o f  presenting pairs o f  

sentences, (one correct, the other incorrect), and asking the participant to circle the incorrect 

one was not an infallible way o f  determining how native-like the participant was. He 

claimed that one could not presume that the participant was rejecting the sentence for the 

same reason that a native speaker would reject it.

One way o f  finding out if  subjects tend to judge stimuli as the 

researchers required would be to examine the patterns of  

acceptance and rejection across both grammatical and 

ungrammatical sentences. If learners were sometimes making 

judgements on faulty apprehensions o f  what was or was not 

English (as learners often do), then we should see substantial 

numbers o f  rejections o f  grammatical sentences as well.

(Kellerman, 1995:221)

K.ellerman also criticised the authors’ failure to take cross-linguistic influence into account. 

He observed that when the LI was Dutch and the L2 English, differences between native 

speakers and learners who commenced learning after age 12, virtually disappear, as these 

two languages are very close typologically.

Bialystok (1997) had a number o f  criticisms. She felt that the test was too long and 

participants would have required high degrees o f  mental stamina to complete it. She also 

suggested lhal the LOR was not long enough for some o f  the participants to have achieved
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what would be considered “ultimate attainment” . DeKeyser (2000:503) suggests, for 

example, that a ten-year length o f residence is necessary for learners to achieve ultimate 

attainment levels. Bialystok also claims that, for many of the younger participants in the 

Johnson and Newport study, English might not have been strictly a second language, that 

children under the age o f 7 performed like native speakers because they effectively were 

native speakers.

It is conceivable that English was the dominant language for 

those immigrant children who arrived before the age o f 7 years 

and for whom English was the only language o f schooling. It is 

unsurprising that they would perform like native speakers. 

Confirmation o f this hypothesis would require evidence for the 

proficiency that these children maintained in Chinese or Korean; 

specifically, that it was weak and not native-like. (Bialystok,

1997:123)

The Johnson and Newport (1989) study was re-examined by Bialystok and Hakuta 

in 1994 and the re-analysis yielded findings that were notably different from those o f the 

authors’ original account. Bialystok and Hakuta found age effects only for certain 

structures. When there were age effects it was only for structures that were vei'y different in 

English and Chinese/Korean. In the re-analysis the correlation between age o f arrival and 

scores on the grammaticality judgement test were re-calculated and the results were very 

different from those reported in the original study. The new analyses showed deterioration 

in participants’ proficiency only in cases o f an AoA after age 20.

In 1999 a study by Bialystok and Miller replicated that of Johnson and 

Newport but studying native speakers o f Spanish and Chinese who began learning English 

as a second language at different ages. The grammatical features studied were similar to
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those  o f  the original study but new  sentences were  created to take into account g ram m atical 

similarity betw een  the tw o  languages. The  test w as presented  in both an oral and written 

version as per Johnson  and  N ew port (1989) and Johnson  (1992). It was designed  in answ er 

to B ia lystok’s 1997 crit ic ism s that som e o f  the younger  participants m ay  not have had an 

in-depth know ledge o f  their  first language and a lso  took into account K e l le m ia n ’s concerns 

about cross-linguistic influences.

Three groups o f  partic ipants  took part in the  study; the first w as com posed  o f  33 

native Mandarin speakers  w hose  m ean age w as 24. This  group was d iv ided into two, 

depending  on A oA , with the first subgroup arriv ing in Canada before age 15 and the second 

after the age o f  15. The second group consisted o f  28 adult Spanish LI speakers w'ith a 

mean age o f  25, with 15 younger learners and 13 o lder  learners. Finally, there was a 

control group o f  38 native English speakers. The first two groups sat a first-language 

proficiency test in com prehension-trans lation  and writing. All three groups com pleted  a 

g ram m aticality  ju d g e m e n t  task in English, where they  were presented with 160 sentences 

and asked to de tenn ine  i f  each sentence was g ram m atica l o r  not. The results were 

surprising. There were  large d ifferences be tw een  the tw o language groups in their 

responses to the test items. However, there were few differences between the older and the 

younger learners. For the Spanish learners A oA  w as significant in de ten n in in g  profic iency 

outcom es, but for the C hinese  learners, it was not. For both groups, learners arriving before 

the age o f  8 perform ed like native speakers. B ialystok and M iller felt, how ever, that this 

was not surprising as children who receive alm ost all their  formal education in English do 

not have the same experience  in learning the language as other learners w ho arrive later in 

life having already com m enced  their formal education in their first language.

W e found that language profic iency w as governed by such 

factors as the relation between the two languages, the syntactic
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structure being  tested, and the m odality  in which it w as

presented. These  factors point to a v iew  o f  language learning 

that is based on central cognitive learning m echan ism s and is 

sensitive to experiential contingencies. (B ialystok &  M iller,

1999:144)

The m ost recent replication o f  this study w as  conducted  by Seol in 2005 , u s in g  the 

sam e m odified  gram m atica l ju dgem en t test used by  D eK eyser.  (It was orig inally  shortened 

to avoid fatigue effects). Thirty-four native K orean  speakers resident in the U S A  took  part 

in the study. Seol deliberately  chose m onolingual partic ipants  in order to be tter  exam ine

L. I elTects. The group o f  participants were div ided up into two groups, one with an A oA  o f

15 or under and the second with an A oA  o f  16 or over. T he mean LOR for the early  arrival 

group is 17.6 years and 8.9 years for the older arrivals. A lthough S eo l’s results show ed  a 

negative correlation betw een  AoA and perfom iance  (r =  - .848), her results d iffered  from 

those o f  the Johnson  and N ew port 1989 study in a n um ber  o f  ways. In the original study 

the ceiling effect for participants w ho arrived be tw een  the ages o f  3 and 8 and  had achieved 

n a t iv e - l ik e  a tta inm ent stretched to age 10 in S eo l’s study. Unlike the 1989 study, the 

results o f  S eo l’s s tudy did not display a prem aturational decline, i.e. there w as  no 

statistically significant decline in perform ance p r io r  to puberty. These results would  be 

very much in keeping  with L enneberg ’s original Critical Period Hypothesis  w here  the 

heightened sensitivity  is seen as dropping  o f f  abioiptly around puberty. T h is  notion o f  the 

critical period being rigid and fm ishing abnip tly  has fallen out o f  favour how ever, with 

some researchers in SLA , w ho prefer to think o f  a gradual decline in maturational 

sensitivity.

This question, w hether  there is an abrtipt cu t-o ff  point at the end o f  the critical 

period or  w hether  there is a s teady lifelong decline in sensitivity  because o f  m atura tion  is
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central to the C PH  debate. Bialystok, Hakuta and W iley  (2003) tested the C PH  on  data 

from the 1990 US C ensus  using self- assessm ents on age o f  arrival, length o f  exposure, and 

language deve lopm ent from 2.3 m illion im m igrants with C hinese  and Spanish L I .  The 

results  show ed linear effects  for level o f  education and for age  o f  arrival. The authors 

concluded;

W e tested the critical-period hypothesis , an in particular 

searched for ev idence  o f  d iscontinu ity  in the level o f  English 

profic iency atta ined across a large sam ple  o f  participants.

Using both 15 years and 20 years as hypothesized  cu to ff  points 

for the end o f  the critical period, w e found no ev idence  o f  such 

a d iscontinuity  in language-learning potential. Instead, the 

most com pelling  finding was the degree  o f  success in second- 

language acquisition  steadily declines th roughout the life span.

(Bialystok, H akuta  & W iley, 2003:37)

A similar study by Chisw ick. Lee and Miller, conducted  on im m igrants  to A ustralia  (2004) 

also found a pattern o f  continuous decline in maturational sensitivity.

One possible explanation for this absence  o f  a sha ip  decline in language learning 

ability and age-related effects  has been explained by M acW h in n ey  (2005) through his 

Unified Com petit ion  M odel: repeated  use o f  the L I  leads to increasing en trenchm ent which 

operates differentially  across linguistic areas. To overcom e this en trenchm ent learners rely 

on resonant p rocesses that allow the L2 to b lossom  w hile  resisting the influence o f  the L I . 

For languages with familiar orthographies, resonance  

connections can be form ed am ong writing , sound, m eaning , and 

phrasal units. For languages with unfam iliar  o rthographies, the 

dom ain  o f  resonant connections will be more constrained. This
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problem has a severe impact on older learners because they have 

become increasingly reliant on resonant connections between 

sound and orthography. Because learning through resonant 

connections is highly strategic, L2 learners will vary markedly in 

the constructions they can control or that are missing or 

incorrectly transferred. In addition to the basic forces o f  

entrenchment, transfer, and strategic resonant learning, older 

learners will be affected by problems with restricted social 

contacts, commitments to ongoing LI interactions, and declining 

cognitive abilities. None o f  these changes predict a shaip drop at 

a certain age in L2 learning abilities. Instead, they predict a 

gradual decline across the life span.” (MacWhinney, 2005, p.64)

2.3.5 Studies Evidencing an Older = Better Effect

Unlike the 1970s studies already mentioned, some linguists felt that the results o f  

their research provided confirmation that traditional interpretations o f  the CPH were 

invalid. Snow and Hoefnagei Hohle’s 1977 study, for example, found few age effects on 

pronunciation in 136 English speakers resident in Holland. Subjects were tested in both a 

formal environment (a language laboratory) and in a natural setting. In the laboratory 

subjects were divided into eleven age groups (range 5-31) and asked to repeat live Dutch 

words as heard from a stimulus tape. The conclusion drawn from these results was that 

“youth confers no immediate advantage in learning to pronounce foreign words” (p. 363). 

as the older learners seemed to have an initial advantage over the younger ones. One o f  the
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reasons proffered by the authors for the failure o f  the younger learners is that they are at an 

earlier stage o f  acquisition and are initially weaker than older subjects. In a naturalistic 

study forty-seven English speakers aging from 3 to 60 who had learned Dutch in a natural 

setting either at school or at work were followed during their first year o f  second language 

acquisition. Results showed that the younger learners soon outstripped the adults, as they 

“seemed to continue their period o f  acquisition longer so they eventually surpassed the 

older subjects who levelled off  at a lower point” . (Snow and Hoefnagel Hohle, 1978:1127) 

They also provided an interesting explanation for the younger learners’ success; they 

proposed that younger learners had a greater need to achieve nativelike skill. They believed 

that the success o f  younger learners was due to a number o f  motivational factors and could 

not be sufficiently explained by Lenneberg’s CPU.

Snow and Hoefnagel Hohle conducted a further experiment in 1978, which, in their 

opinion, completely discredited the CPU. Fifty-one English-speaking learners o f  Dutch 

were tested over a period o f  eighteen months at four to five-monthly intervals. Two groups 

were studied, the first a group o f  monolingual English speakers who had just arrived in 

Holland and the second, the advanced group, a group o f  English speakers who had been 

living in 1 lolland and speaking Dutch for at least eighteen months. The latter group were 

tested only once on a variety o f  tasks, i.e. sentence translation, sentence repetition, 

storytelling, story comprehension and pronunciation amongst others. Snow and Hoefnagel 

Hohle felt that the results o f  their experiment provided distinct evidence against the CPH: 

The results o f  this study fail to support the CPH. The fastest 

second language acquisition occurred in subjects aged 12-15 

years, and the slowest occurred in subjects aged 3-5 years.

Furthermore, subjects o f  all ages were very similar in the 

aspects o f  Dutch they found difficult and those they found easy.
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At least as far as the second language acquisition is concerned, 

then, the conclusion must be drawn that a critical period 

extending from age 2 to age 12 does not exist. (Snow and 

Hoefnagel Hohle, 1978:1125)

Critics o f  the experiment might insist that it would be very difficult to devise a test, which 

would be suitable for 3-5 year olds as well as 12-15 year olds. However, in this experiment 

tests were designed with the younger subjects in mind. The result was that the test material 

might have been a bit childish for the older subjects and therefore not challenging enough to 

test the ultimate attainment o f  the older learners. The results o f  this experiment were 

surprising at the time o f  the study, perhaps because subjects were tested on a variety o f  

skills and not just pronunciation. Within the phonological task category there were various 

tasks, each testing a different component o f  phonological proficiency; pronunciation, 

auditory discrimination and sentence repetition.

Olsen and Samuels (1973) conducted a short-term study o f  elementary, jun ior high 

and college students, all with English LI,  who were randomly selected to be tested on their 

capacity for native-like pronunciation in Gennan. Each group participated in 10 sessions o f  

intense phonemic drilling over 3 weeks, repeating G ennan phonemes as they heard them on 

pre-recorded cassettes. On analysis o f  the results, there was a significant age group effect 

on accuracy o f  pronunciation in that the two older groups outperformed the younger group. 

There was no significant difference between the two older groups in pronunciation 

accuracy. The authors suggested that the CPH might be applicable to first language 

acquisition only.

Winitz (1981) discovered that adults had an initial advantage over young learners 

in a short - te rm  phonological study. He found that English-speaking 8 year-olds were not 

able to discriminate Chinese tones and consonants as well as their adult counteiparts. It is
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important to note, however, that this study was extremely rigid and artificial, examining a 

very narrow segment o f  the overall phonological ability o f  the subjects.

Neufeld in his 1977 study maintained that there was no sensitive period for 

SLA. In his study 20 native speakers o f  English underwent 18 hours o f  intensive 

instruction in Japanese and Chinese phonology. Subjects were then recorded uttering ten 

phrases o f  four to eight syllables in each language, after practising each phrase five times. 

Subjects did not understand the said phrases but this was irrelevant as the objective o f  the 

experiment was to parrot the Chinese and Japanese natives recorded to provide material for 

imitation. Neufeld maintained that his experiment provided counterevidence for the CPH 

as some o f  the subjects were judged as being native speakers. However, the mean score for 

the subjects in the experiment as given by the native-speaker judges was 3.3, which equated 

to “Near-native with frequent linglish-like sounds”, with a perfect score being 5 (Neufeld, 

1977:52). Scovel (1988) criticised this experiment on a number o f  grounds but most 

notably concerning the instructions Neufeld gave to his judges. The judges were told that 

the subjects were native speakers o f  Japanese and Chinese but that there might be some 

linguistic contamination in their speech as a result o f  learning English as a second language. 

As Neufeld readily acknowledges, the judges “expressed surprise 

and d isbe lie f’ when told after the experiment that all the subjects 

were non-native speakers o f  the two languages (Neufeld 

1977:54). Since the Japanese and Chinese judges were literally 

set up to hear native speakers o f  their mother tongues, it does not 

amaze me that 3 o f  the 20 subjects were rated as “native 

speakers” . Indeed it is astounding that, given the instructions to 

the judges, so few 5s were recorded, and this detailed study ends
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up  s im ply  underscoring  the sa liency  o f  foreign accents. (Scovel 

1988:159)

A s in the study by W initz , the m ethodo logy  used  by  N eufe ld  is flawed and the  linguistic 

conditions extrem ely  artificial, it cannot g ive a true representation  o f  the phono log ica l  

com petence  o f  the subjects  and m ay  even underes t im ate  ad u l ts ’ abilities. F o r  these  reasons, 

this study does not p rovide  persuasive em pirical ev idence  against the CPH .

23.6 The Multiple Critical Periods Perspective

In 1976 Seliger, in an address  to the Fourth  International C ongress  o f  A pplied  

Linguistics, d isputed the classic terms o f  the CPH  suggesting  that know ledge  o f  a language 

system was not sufficient to be able to function in that language and it w as necessary  to take 

into account the o ther factors, which contribu te  to a com petence  in a second  language when 

testing learners o f  that language.

This is revealed  by our constan t search for language tests that 

give us a m easure  o f  s o m e o n e ’s ability to function with the 

language and not ju s t  his familiarity  with certain discrete facts 

about the language. (Seliger, 1976:265)

T w o  experim ents w ere  described; the first was to test the language u se r’s abili ty  to 

com prehend  a language presented with background  noise. The second w as  des igned  to test 

w hether  or  not an L2 learner could d istinguish  a native speaker  from a non-na tive  speaker 

o f  the L2. Seliger conc luded  that the tw o abilities tested had a direct corre la tion  with 

general language learning ability.

W hat this and o ther  studies suggest is that the linguistic 

definition o f  com petence  is inadequate  and m ust be expanded  to
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include those non-linguistic  abilities necessary  to function and 

acquire natural languages in natural contexts. (Seliger, 1976:271)

This experim ent w as to provide the basis for S c o v e l’s test in 1981, in which he tested the 

ability  to recognise  a spoken  or written foreign accent. There  were four groups o f  judges ;

31 adult native speakers o f  A m erican English, 146 child native speakers o f  different ages, 

92 adult near-native speakers  and 23 adult aphasics. Judges had to evaluate 20 speech 

sam ples  o f  a group o f  native and near-native speakers  o f  English. A dult  ju d g es  w ere  given 

an additional written paragraph m ade up by the  subjects. Scovei was careful to ensure  that 

the near-native speakers in the sample were  ex trem ely  proficient. He had this group 

screened by 3 EFL (English as a foreign language) teachers to e liminate any subjects w hose 

pronunciation was not excellent. The child ju d g e s ’ ability to correctly identify the native 

speakers increased steadily  from age 5 (73% ) to 97%  accuracy at age 9/10. Adult  native- 

speakers achieved 95%  accuracy, which dw indled  to 47%  with the written samples. O f  

course, the written passages represented the sub jec ts ’ best level o f  production and also 

a llow ed them to avoid any problematic areas o f  syntax, which might have revealed  their  

non-native status to the judges .  In the near-native speaker group o f  judges ,  Scovei found 

that ability to correctly identity  native speakers o f  the L2 had a positive correlation with 

profic iency in that L2. Even am ong the advanced near-native speakers, accuracy w as only 

as high as 77%, sim ilar to the five-year old native speakers’ perform ance and considerably  

lower than the aphasic  g roup  (accuracy 85%). O nce  again, this is a study, which  seem s to 

provide evidence for the C PH , this time, though, from an unusual perspective. Rather than 

testing near-native sp eak e rs ’ ability to pass as native speakers, Scovei w anted to see i f  they 

were able to distinguish non-native speakers from a group o f  native speakers. He was one 

o f  the first to explore the possibility  that there w ere  some language learners w ho were 

naturally gifted and capable  o f  achieving very high levels o f  proficiency in an L2; “ ...there
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m ay be som e superexceptional learners, about 1 in 1,000 in any population  o f  late learners 

w h o  are not bound by  critical period constra in ts .” (Scovel, 1988:181). W hat, how ever,  

could  provide an explanation  for this rare ability? Seliger in his 1981 article “ E xceptions to 

critical period predictions: A sinister p lo t” m ain ta ins  that up to  36%  o f  the  hum an  

population  have the “potential for hem ispheric  plasticity  beyond  puberty .” (Seliger,

1981:55)

Seliger  (1981 :51) proposed  a “universal h ierarchy o f  acquis it ion” . He 

suggested  that there w ere  multiple critical periods for second  language acquisition , w hich  

w ould  last th roughout the life o f  an adult. The various abilities to learn a second language 

w ould not all be lost at once but would shut dow n one by one. Lenneberg  had originally 

postulated a link between brain Iateralisation and the ending  o f  a critical period after which 

a foreign accent w ould  em erge  in the second language. Seliger felt it was necessary  to 

carry out studies in o ther areas o f  language such as syntax, sem antics and the lexicon, areas 

som ew hat neglected at that time in order  to provide  a com plete  picture o f  SLA  proficiency.

2.4 CPH Sceptics

M any studies in the area o f  second language acquisition have produced  results that 

have  provided evidential support for a partial o r  diluted version o f  the C PH . How ever, 

there are certain linguists w ho have been branded “C PH  skeptics” (Scovel, 2000: 216) such 

as Bongaerts Flege, Bialystok, and Neufeld, because  o f  their refusal to accept that there  is a 

CPH  for SLA..

C la im s concerning an absolute biological ban  ier to the 

a tta inm ent o f  a native-like accent in a foreign language are too 

strong. (Bongaerts  1999:154)
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By demonstrating that it is possible to gain a native-like accent in an L2 if the said 

language is acquired before the onset o f puberty, certain studies have appeared to provide 

empirical evidence for the hypothesis, (Oyama 1977, Seliger 1975) but few have set out to 

study the subjects who do not manage to acquire a native-like accent in spite of learning it 

during the critical period. Flege and Fletcher (1992) provided indirect evidence that foreign 

accents were evident in the speech o f adults who had learned their L2 as early as 7 years of 

age. in a 1995 experiment Flege, Munro and Mackay propose that there may be other 

reasons for the existence o f foreign accent than age-related factors. This study was designed 

in order to answer 3 questions:

(!) What is the earliest AOL at which persistent foreign accents 

become common? (2) What is the earliest AOL at which accent- 

free pronunciation o f an L2 remains possible? (3) Does the 

critical period for speech learning affect all individuals? (Flege et 

a / 1995:3125)

Note: A O L  =  age o f  learning 

The study assessed the relation between non-native subjects’ age o f learning and the degree 

of foreign accent perceived in the subjects’ speech. The 240 non-native participants were 

all bom in Italy and resident in Canada; they had a mean age o f arrival o f 13. In order to 

ascertain whether reasons other than age could be responsible for a perceived foreign accent 

in their speech, subjects were asked to fill out a questionnaire about their language 

background. Subjects answered questions on the amount o f fomial instruction they had had 

in the L2, on their motivation, on their concern for correct pronunciation amongst others. 

Each non-native participant was recorded individually; five sentences had to be read aloud. 

The sentences were not considered particularly difficult for Italian speakers of English. A 

control group of 24 native English speakers resident in Canada were also recorded reading
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the five sentences. Ten native speakers o f  Canadian English then judged the utterances o f  

both groups.

The Italian subjects were divided into subgroups, the first having a mean age o f  

arrival o f  3.1 years and therefore arriving well within the critical age bracket but a foreign 

accent was perceived within the group by some o f  the judges; other judges did not perceive 

a foreign accent until the average age o f  learning o f  the subgroup was 7.4 years. Practically 

no Italian subjects who began learning English after the age o f  15 obtained scores within 

the native range. Flege et al also found that other factors had an influence on accent, 

notably, gender, length o f  residence in Canada and the relative frequency o f  use o f  Italian 

and English. The last factor, in particular appeared to be an important factor, particularly as 

participants noted in their self-estimates that they seemed to be inversely related, i.e., those 

who said they pronounced English well also said they pronounced Italian poorly and vice- 

versa.

A later study by Flege, Yeni-Komshian and Liu ( 1999) set out to evaluate the 

critical period hypothesis for L2 acquisition. 240 native speakers o f  Korean took part in the 

study, which evaluated their pronunciation o f  English as well as their knowledge o f  English 

morphosyntax. Traditional inteipretations o f  the CPH would lead to the expectation that 

there would be a correlation between age o f  arrival (AoA) and L2 performance for those 

individuals who acquired their L2 before the age o f  12. However in this study the AoA 

foreign accent correlations as well as the morphosyntax coirelations were relevant for 

Koreans with an AoA o f  2-12 years and those with an AOA o f  13-23 years. Flege et al. 

eliminated the possible effect on results caused by factors often confounded with age o f  

arrival (such as length o f  residence, use o f  English and Korean or how much education 

subjects had received in the United States) by forming subgroups where the participants 

differed in their AOA but not in these other variables. Later arriving Koreans had
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significantly stronger accents than did those who arrived earHer in the United States. The 

240 subjects were divided into 10 subgroups o f  24 each; tests revealed that even in the 

subgroup whose participants had arrived in the United States as young children, there were 

significantly lower scores than those achieved by the native English control group (24 

native American English speakers). So, as far as accent is concerned, the results are very 

similar to the previous study. As previously mentioned, some theorists might maintain that 

this is because L2 phonology learning is constrained by a critical period. Oyama, (1973, 

1979) hypothesised that there is a sensitive period for L2 phonology learning stemming 

from brain maturation. Flege et al, however do not agree and propose a different reason for 

the negative correlation between L2 phonology acquisition and age:

There is an alternative interpretation that we prefer, however. It 

is that age-related decline in L2 pronunciation accuracy derives 

from the fact that, as AOA increases, the state o f  development o f  

the LI phonetic system also increases, thereby changing the way 

in which the LI and L2 phonological systems interact. More 

specifically, age-related changes in the pronunciation o f  an L2 

may derive from differences in how, or if, L2 learners 

perceptually relate L2 sounds to the sounds making up the LI 

phonetic inventory. This, in turn, may lead to age-related 

differences in whether new phonetic categories are or are not 

established for sounds in the L2. (Flege, Yeni-Komshian and Liu,

1999:99)

This is a most interesting study. Although there are noticeable differences in the L2 

pronunciation ability o f  the early and late ari'ivals, the results o f  the study do not support 

Lenneberg’s CPU because even the Korean subjects who arrived in the US al a very young
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age did not manage to attain a native-like command o f  English phonology. For these 

subjects it would appear that there are age-related factors influencing their L2 phonology 

ability as there is a steady decline in their L2 pronunciation as their A OA increases but no 

critical period as such; it is just that the later they arrive, the harder it is to achieve native

like L2 pronunciation.

Flege, (1999) suggests that non-nativelike accents are not a direct result o f  

the loss o f  pronunciation ability due to maturation but because the phonological system o f  

the LI is completely in place: “L2 pronunciation accuracy may decline, not because one has 

lost the ability to learn to pronounce, but because one has learned to pronounce the L 1 so 

well.” (Flege, 1999:125)

Bialystok (1997). reported on two further studies, which, she felt, offered empirical 

evidence against the CPI I. The first study (Marinova-Todd 1994) was focused on a group 

o f  university students who were native speakers o f  English or Gemian and who had started 

learning French as an L2 either before or after early adolescence. Subjects participated in 

three tasks involving gender classification for French nouns. Results showed no differences 

between the two groups in their ability to determine the gender o f  an unfamiliar French 

word. There was, however, a significant difference in accuracy as a function o f  age o f  

learning. Those who began learning after adolescence obtained higher scores on the 

translation task in the study than those who began as young children. Bialystok noted that 

on the third task (where participants had to determine the gender o f  a word in spite o f  there 

being a picture present which conflicted w'ith the phonological cue in the word), the 

German-speaking participants employed the same methods as mature French native 

speakers to determine the gender o f  the word. This, Bialystok maintained, was because in 

German, nouns are marked for gender and this may have conferred an advantage on the 

German speakers.
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The second study was carried out on a group o f  native speakers o f  Chinese who had 

immigrated to Canada and learned L2 English at various ages (Yew, 1995). One o f  the 

tasks in this experiment was a grammaticality judgement task based on six structures, three 

o f  which were similar in both Mandarin and English and three o f  which were unique to 

English. Results showed that scores were consistently higher for those structures that were 

the same in both languages. Although there was no significant correlation between the test 

scores and AoA in Canada, there was a significant correlation between performance and 

length o f  residence. From the results o f  these two studies, Bialystok concludes, firstly, that 

those stRictures in the L2 that are different from the LI are more difficult to master and, 

secondly, that this difficulty exists for all learners o f  a second language, irrespective o f  their 

age o f  acquisition.

Although not strictly considered a CPU sceptic. Major (2007) nonetheless provided 

strong counter-evidence for the CPU in his study o f  phonological perception among native 

and non-native listeners o f  Brazilian Portuguese. Three sets o f  judges made up o f  native 

speakers o f  Brazilian Portuguese (BP), native speakers o f  English with some familiarity 

with BP and native speakers o f  English with no experience o f  BP were asked to judge a 

series o f  speech samples from a mixed group o f  native speakers and near-native speakers of  

BP. The results across the three groups o f  judges were remarkably similar. Major argued 

that the ability to rate foreign accents involved salient universal factors. He thus concluded 

that perceptual competence is available to learners well beyond the age traditionally 

considered as the end o f  the critical period.
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2.5 Studies o f  Near-Native Speakers

later A oA  determ ines that one will not becom e native[like] or 

near-native[like] in a language (Johnson  & N ew port,  1989:255)

..late L2A  results in ineluctable failure to attain 

nativelike com petence. (B ley-V rom an , 1989:44)

A single learner w ho began  learning after the [critical period] 

c losed and yet w hose  underly ing  linguistic know ledge.. .w as show n 

to be indistinguishable  from that o f  a m onolingual native speaker  

w ould  ser\ 'c to refute the C PH /L 2A . (Long 1990:255)

If  we look at “ overall L2 p ro fic iency” we will find that “perfect 

p ro f ic iency” and “absolute  nativelike com m and  o f  an L2 m ay  in 

fact never be possible for any late L2 learner” ( l ly l ten s tam  &

A braham sson  2003:575)

S tatem ents such as those m ade above that have helped to inspire the increasing  n u m b er  o f  

second language acquisition  studies am ong  near-native speakers o r  very  advanced  L2 

learners.

Near-native  speakers  were  classified by C oppie ters  as:

People  for w hom  an L2 has becom e the functional equivalen t o f  

a m other  tongue- people  who, except possib ly  for their accent, 

can no longer be reliably d istinguished from native speakers by 

the “ m is takes” they make, or by the inappropriateness o f  their 

language. (Coppieters , 1987:552)
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A number o f  late learners have been discovered who have achieved nativelike proficiency. 

Although these exceptional late learners are not common, they are not rare. According to 

Birdsong,

In 20+ studies over 13 years [1992-2005], between 3 and 45% o f

subjects perform like native controls (median > 11%).

(Birdsong, 2005:9)

Moreover, the competence o f  these L2 learners is not confined to one single linguistic 

domain as is demonstrated in a number o f  near-native speaker studies (loup et al. 1994, 

Birdsong 2003, Marinova-Todd 2003, Moyer 2004, Muiioz & Singleton 2007). However, 

many o f  the near-native speaker studies concentrated on one particular domain of 

proficiency. For example, Coppieters 1987, Birdsong 1992 and White and Genessee 1996, 

were concerned with the availability o f  UG to near-native speakers. Bongaerts et uL 1995, 

1997, 2000, Moyer, 1999 and Major 2006, studied the phonological competence o f  the 

near-native speakers, loup et al. were the first to study multiple competences in the near

native speaker. The multiple task method examines near-native speakers’ language 

performance on a variety o f  tasks and Birdsong 2003, Marinova-Todd 2003, and Mufioz & 

Singleton have all conducted studies in this domain. The results o f  several among these 

studies have been interpreted as providing resounding counterevidence for the CPH. The 

literature in this area is particularly pertinent to the cuirent thesis as much o f  the 

methodology in the present study was inspired by these near-native speaker studies, which 

shall be di.scussed in this section.

Many studies were focussed on adult learners because “the CPH would be falsified 

if nativelike proficiency were found in learners who started acquiring a language outside a 

certain age limit (i.e., puberty in Lenneberg’s specific formulation) and who have acquired 

the language naturalistically without tutoring” (llyltenstam and Abrahamsson 2003; 540).
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M any linguists are now  interested in d iscovering ju s t  w ho  can becom e native-like in a 

second language. I f  individuals  can be found w ho  are able to perform  w ith in  the range o f  

native speakers  then it is possible that factors o ther  than maturation are responsib le  for late 

lea rners’ c o m m o n  failure to acquire a second language to nativelike standards.

2.5.1 CPH Studies Referring to Universal Grammar

C oppie ters  led the way for Universal G ram m ar  (U G ) studies on near-native 

speakers in 1987 w hen  he carried out a study on the underlying g ram m ar  o f  nativelike non

native speakers, fie w ished to identify w hether ihe underlying g ram m ar  o f  these speakers 

was identical to that o f  native speakers, in other w ords, does a language im pose a g ram m ar 

on its speakers?

in the 1987 experim ent, C oppetiers  brought together 21 near-native speakers 

o f  French all o f  w h o m  had learned French as adults  (after age 18) and w ho  cam e from a 

variety o f  language backgrounds. The partic ipants  were professors o f  French language and 

literature, linguists w ork ing  on French, and g raduate  students and professors  o f  o ther 

academ ic  discip lines studying  and teaching in a French university. All partic ipants satisfied 

the criterion o f  language use and proficiency, as evaluated  im pressionistically  first and later 

corrobora ted  by their  superior  pe rfonnance  on the  A C T F L  (A m erica Council  on the 

T each ing  o f  Foreign Languages)  oral interviews. Length o f  residence varied  from 5.5 to 37 

years. T here  w as also a control group o f  20 native French speakers from France and 

Belgium.

107 sentences formed the basis o f  the experim ent, chosen specifically  to 

i llustrate a variety  o f  aspects  o f  the French language. A m ong  these structures were five
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sentences testing the contrast between the imparfait and the passe compose. These two 

examples, (Sentences 29 and 30) from Coppieters 1987, p.559)

(29) Est-ce que tu {as su/savais} conduire dans la neige?
“ Did you manage/know how to drive in the snow?”

(30) {J’ai tres souvent mange/ Je mangeais tres souvent} de la racine 
d ’amica apres cette histoire.
“ 1 often ate arnica root after that event”

Participants were asked if  the imparfait and passe compose were acceptable to them, and if  

so, whether there was a difference in meaning between the two forms.

Each subject was interviewed separately and was encouraged to discuss their feelings and 

intuitions on the sentences presented. The results showed that the perfonnance o f  the near- 

native speakers differed significantly from the native speakers . No near-native speakers 

performed within native speaker ranges. Moreover, the differences in performance were 

not uniform across the structures studied. Birdsong (1992) noted that the structures that 

yielded the least divergence in results were those normally covered by the tenn “Universal 

Grammar” (UG). Nowak et al. give the following defmition o f  UG;

Language consists o f  words and rules. The finite ensemble of 

memorized words is called the mental lexicon, whereas the set o f  

rules is called the mental grammar o f  a person. Grammar is the 

computational system that is essential for creating the infinite 

expressibility o f  human language. Children acquire their mental 

grammar spontaneously and without fonnal training. Children o f  the 

same speech community reliably learn the same grammar. Exactly 

how the mental grammar comes into a child’s head is a puzzle.

Children have to deduce the rules o f  their native language from 

sample sentences they receive from their parents and others. This 

information is insufficient for uniquely determining the underlying
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grammatical principles. The proposed solution is universal grammar.

Universal G ram mar consists o f  a mechanism to generate a search 

space for all candidate mental grammars and a learning procedure 

that specifies how to evaluate the sample sentences. Universal 

grammar is not learned but is required for language learning. It is 

innate. (Nowak, Komarova and Niyogi, 2001:114)

In Coppieters’ study not one o f  the near-native speakers performed within the native 

speaker range, he took this as indicative that a new language does not impose a specific 

underlying grammar on its speakers because the near-native speakers and the native 

speakers had clearly developed significantly different grammars.

There were a number o f  criticisms levelled at this experiment, notably at the varying 

levels o f  education among the native speaker group. All o f  the near-native speakers were 

highly educated people and included 19 professors or researchers; in contrast, the 20 native 

speakers had “some education” . Long (1990) suggested that “ failure to control for 

background differences between the near-native speakers and the native speakers increases 

the chances that the two groups will not coincide on judgements for subtle areas o f  the 

grammar” (p.281). Birdsong based an experiment on that o f  Coppieters comparing the 

grammatical competence o f  2 groups o f  speakers, one group o f  20 native French speakers, 

and a group o f  20 near-native speakers. Efforts were made to keep the 2 groups as 

homogenous as possible, with variables such as linguistic background, education and social 

background being kept as uniform as possible.

In Birdsong’s 1992 study, subjects were asked to judge the grammaticality 

or the “coiTectness” o f  76 grammatical and non-grammatical sentences. The sentences 

included various elements o f  French morphosyntax. The results were very different from 

those o f  Coppieters, despite the fact that there was considerable divergence in the overall
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results o f  the two groups, there was a considerable overlap when results were examined 

individually; 15 o f  the near-native speakers scored within the native-speaker range. The 

divergences between the two groups did not fall into a specific pattern; those structures 

examined, which came under the universal grammar umbrella, did not predict the 

distribution o f  the differences between the two groups. Birdsong concluded that, “ the 

present results suggest that UG is not accessed fiilly by all learners in the sample, and are 

consistent with other evidence and arguments against the uncompromised availability o f  

UG in L2A” (p.740). Nonetheless he took the fact that 15 o f  his near-native subjects scored 

within the native range as counterevidence for the CPH. Interestingly, Birdsong also noted 

that age o f  arrival was a predictor o f  performance on the various tasks, even though all o f 

the near-native speakers had airived in France as adults. These findings indicate that age 

effects continue to iniluence performance even though acquisition in this case commenced 

well alter the end o f  the critical period.

Birdsong was not without his critics: De Keyser, (2000:504), 

mentions the deviation from the norm in the native speaker groups in both studies. In 

Coppieters, the variation from the nonn amongst the native French speakers stood at 5-15% 

whereas in Birdsong’s experiment interindividual variability varied from 16.7-31.6%. For 

De Keyser:

The numerous small differences in methodology, structures tested, 

and subject populations make it difficult to point out the reason(s) for 

the difference between the Birdsong and the Coppieters findings with 

any degree o f  certainty. (DeKeyser, 2000:505)

White and Genesee (1996) tested 19 native, 44 near-native and 45 non

native speakers o f  English on their knowledge o f  Universal Grammar structures. The 

majority o f  the near-native group were native Francophone learners o f  English. They
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compared the perfonnance of the three groups on two tasks designed to test aspects o f  UG, 

which had been claimed to be subject to critical period effects. White and Genesee found 

no significant differences between the near-native group and native speakers on either task. 

The authors of the study took this as proof that these grammatical structures were not 

subject to critical-period effects. They concluded that native-like competence in an L2 is 

achievable, even by older L2 learners.

2.5.2 Phonological Attainment and Near-Native Speakers 

Studies

According to Scovel, pronunciation was the one area that was subject to the critical period 

because it is “the only aspect of language that has a neuromuscular basis” (Scovcl 

1988:101).

One of the most often quoted series of studies of near-native speakers and SLA is that of 

Bongaerts el al. (1995). These studies (of which there are four) were conducted in 

response to a statement by Long;

The ability to attain native-like phonological abilities in an SL 

begins to decline by age 6 in many individuals and to be 

beyond anyone beginning later than age 12, no matter how 

motivated they might be or how much opportunity they might 

have.

(Long, 1990:281)

The first study by Bongaerts, Planken and Schils (1995) was often highly proficient Dutch 

late (after the age of 12) learners o f  English. This was the key group o f  the study; a second 

group was composed o f  twelve late learners of English at various levels of proficiency and

66



a third group with 5 native speakers o f  British EngHsh. Four native speakers o f  British 

English judged the utterances on a scale o f  1 (very strong accent) to 5 (no accent at all).

The judges were unable to distinguish between the very proficient speakers and the control 

group. Incredibly, some o f  the native speakers actually scored lower than the key group. 

There was speculation nonetheless, that these unusual results were due to the fact that there 

were some regional variations in accent. Both the control group and the judges’ speech 

contained a certain amount o f  regional variation. The key group had all been intensively 

trained in RP (Received Pronunciation). The authors felt that there may have been a 

tendency on the part o f  the judges to favour the “supraregional” variety o f  English rather 

than that spoken with a regional accent. For this reason a second study was carried out by 

the same authors.

The main aim o f  this second study was to determine whether there existed 

some speakers whose scores would be comparable to those o f  native speakers. Once 

again, there were three groups o f  participants, group one consisted o f  10 native speakers 

o f  British English with a neutral accent, this being the medium o f  instruction in most 

Dutch schools; the second group was composed o f  1 1 Dutch learners o f  English, nine o f  

whom had taken part in the tlrst experiment. Their university-based EFL experts had 

singled out these learners as having an exceptionally good command o f  English. The 

third group was composed o f  20 Dutch learners o f  English at various levels of  

proficiency. Participants were asked to read six sentences aloud; these sentences had 

been carefully chosen to include sounds (phones) both similar and very different from 

Dutch. The panel o f  judges were also carefully selected, none o f  them had a regional 

accent and they all had a level o f  education similar to that o f  the Dutch participants.

Once again, judges were asked to assign each utterance a score between I and 5 using the 

same criteria as before. Once again, the results were very interesting; results for the
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native speakers ranged frorn 4.67 to 4.94 whereas results for the near-native group ranged 

from 4.18 to 4.93

In the third study, Palmen, Bongaerts and Schils (1997) decided to pair together an 

LI and an L2 that were less similar, Dutch and French. French being a Romance 

language is different structurally from Dutch and learners would have very little exposure 

to French via the Dutch media whereas undubbed English or American programmes are 

commonplace in the Netherlands. The group set-up was the same; the first consisted o f  9 

native speakers o f  French who spoke without a regional accent, the second group was 

composed o f  9 exceptional Dutch learners o f  French and the third consisted o f  18 native 

speakers o f  Dutch at various levels o f  proficiency in French. Ten native speakers o f  

French made up the judges’ panel; live o f  the judges had no formal training in French, 

(the inexperienced judges) and five were either university lecturers or advanced students 

of  French or linguistics (the experienced judges). Once again the scores o f  the native 

speakers and the near-native speakers were very close, with a mean score o f  4.66 for the 

native speakers and 4.18 for the second group. Within the group o f  very advanced 

learners four o f  the participants had native-like scores. None o f  the advanced learners in 

any o f  the studies had learned their L2 before the age o f  12. Nonetheless, several among 

them were capable o f  achieving scores within the native speaker range. Palmen et al. felt 

that the results o f  the third study provided empirical counter-evidence against the CPH. 

We argue that such results may be interpreted as evidence 

suggesting that claims concerning an absolute biological barrier 

to the attainment o f  a native-like accent in a foreign language 

are too strong. (Bongaerts 1999:154)

In the fourth study, Bongaerts, Mennen and van der Slik (2000) investigated the 

pronunciation o f  Dutch L2 among a group o f  30 advanced late-learners with varying LI
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backgrounds. The range of AoA was 11-34 years and the mean AoA was 21. Participants 

were asked to read aloud ten sentences in Dutch and their degree of accent was judged by 

two sets of judges all Ness of Dutch. Unlike previous studies by Bongaerts et al. there was 

no special instruction in pronunciation for the participants. Eleven judges were 

experienced teachers o f  Dutch as an L2 and the remaining 10 judges had had no fonnal 

training in phonetics. These were referred to as the inexperienced judges. Ten native 

speakers of Dutch provided a control group.

On analysis o f  the results, four near-native speakers emerged whose accent was 

judged as nativelike by the experienced judges. Two of these four near-native speakers 

also passed the test of nativelikeness with the inexperienced judged. O f  the four successful 

participants, three o f  them had LI German and one, LI English. Bongaerts et al. suggested 

that the typological proximity between Gemian, English and Dutch could partly account for 

the success o f  the two exceptional near-native speakers. They also suggested, that large 

amounts of L2 input contributed to nativelike proficiency in that both participants had 

learned Dutch in an immersion setting, both were married to Dutch women, and the only 

language spoken at home was Dutch. Both subjects had a strong professional and personal 

interest in achieving good pronunciation in Dutch. The authors, however, noted that the 

more successful participants in previous studies had attained scores within the upper range 

of the NS controls whereas in this study, the exceptional near-native speakers had achieved 

scores in the lower range of the NS control. Bongaerts et al. concluded that training in the 

production and perception of an L2, were essential to nativelike pronunciation. This was 

similar to one of the conclusions drawn by Moyer (1999) in her study of ultimate 

attainment in pronunciation of an L2.

Moyer (1999) sought to identify some of the factors that contributed to L2 

phonological proficiency in her study of 24 graduate students of L2 German. The mean
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length o f residence in Germ any for the group was 2.7 years and all were highly m otivated 

late learners. Subjects were asked to read a list o f  24 words, a list o f  8 sentences as well as 

a paragraph o f  text. They were also required to choose one o f  5 topics on w hich to speak 

aloud for several m inutes. Participants also com pleted a questionnaire on biological 

factors, their m otivation for learning Germ an and on their experience living in Germany. 

Four native speakers o f  Gentian participated as controls. On interpretation o f  the results, 

M oyer noted that those participants who scored closest to the native range had had some 

phonological instruction. O f the 24 participants, only one passed for a native G erm an 

speaker. He was a highly motivated learner o f  G em ian who was mainly self-taught. This 

participant had a strong interest in all things Germ an and had a particular desire to sound 

German. M oyer concludes that future studies should examine groups o f  highly motivated 

learners in order to obtain “ [cjlearer evidence o f  maturational effects.’’(M oyer, 1999:99)

In a later study. Birdsong in 2003 carried out a study on Anglophone late 

learners o f  French. In this study. Birdsong wanted to determ ine if A nglophones could 

achieve the nativelike proficiency in French in the same way as Bongaerts dem onstrated for 

Dutch learners in his 1999 study and in the Bongaerts el a\. study (2000). F lege’s Speech 

Learning M odel (1992) provided another fram ework for this study. A ccording to this 

model, foreign accent is due to the learner’s habit o f  classifying a new L2 sound within a 

pre-existent phonic category. 22 A nglophone near-native French speakers took part in the 

experiment as well a control group o f  17 native French speakers. Both groups were asked 

to enunciate a group o f  43 words as well as to read three passages from Paul V alery’s 

Variete. O f the 22 subjects tested, two non-native participants perform ed w ithin the native 

speaker range. Like Bongaerts and M oyer before him, Birdsong sought to discover what 

made these two subjects exceptional. All late learner participants in the study were asked to 

fill out a questionnaire on their personal experience with regard to language learning. For
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both subjects authentic ity  o f  pronunciation was ex trem ely  important and they were  both 

h ighly  m otivated  learners o f  French. B irdsong conc luded  that, w ith  10% o f  partic ipants  in 

this study perform ing  w ith in  near-native ranges, the results o f  the study placed  the strong 

version o f  the C PH  in reasonable  doubt.

2.5.3 Studies on a multi-factor explanatory model fo r  near-native speaker 

competence

There have been  a nu m b er  o f  calls for studies on the multiple factors that contribu te  to 

native-like profic iency in late L2 learners (B irdsong 2005, M unro & M ann 2005). As 

M oyer noted, age o f  exposure  is only one de te rm in ing  factor in L2 pro llc iency and other 

variables (alone, and in com bination  with each other) exert a powerful in lluence on L2 

attainment.

The im pact o f  age should be understood as indirect as well as 

possibly direct. This requires that w e som ehow  account for 

other significant factors in the lea rner’s cum ula tive  L2 

experience.

(M oyer, 2004; 140)

More studies should look at individual learners’ end-state 

a tta inm ent across a range o f  linguistic  behaviours, to determ ine 

if  nativelikeness, when observed, is in tact, limited to narrow 

dom ains  o f  perfonnance. (B irdsong, 2005:12)

Sel inker (1972) estimated that exceptionally  good language learners 

m ake up approxim ate ly  5%  o f  the population. W ithin  a group o f  language learners given
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the same amount o f  input, some o f  those learners will stand out as particularly good (or 

bad). Obler (1989) set out to provide neuropsychological explanations for exceptional talent 

in language learning. She reports on the work o f  Nonnan  Geschwind who theorised that 

talent for language is biologically or genetically based.

Geschwind observed that certain phenomena -  including talents 

and a set relating more obviously to brain lateralisation, such as 

handedness and dyslexia -  cluster in certain families. He 

theorised that foetal hormonal environment accounts for the 

unusual development o f  cortical connections in individuals in 

these families. (Obler, 1989:145)

In her 1989 paper Obler comments upon a previous study (Novoa et al., 1988) o f  an 

exceptionally gifted language learner; CJ. CJ was a 29-year-old graduate student in 

education who had succeeded in acquiring a number o f  languages post-pubertally, quickly 

and to native-like proficiency. Native speakers o f  French, Italian, Spanish, German and 

Moroccan Arabic acted as judges and reported on C J ’s lack o f  foreign accent as well as his 

nativelike ability. Obler et al attempted to determine if factors relating to “anomalous 

language dominance” (Obler 1989:154) were present in their subject. Some o f  these 

factors, such as mixed handedness, allergies and twinning are part o f  what is referred to as 

the Geschwind -  Galaburda cluster. CJ exhibited virtually all o f  the characteristics 

associated with an abnormal talent for languages.

A number o f  neuropsychological tests were administered to assess his general 

intellectual functioning and also to examine the specific cognitive function that might be 

expected to be associated with exceptional language aptitude. Results o f  these tests 

demonstrate that superior cognitive ability is not a pre-requisite for outstanding language 

acquisition as CJ tested within the average range for IQ, musical ability and visual memory.
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He had exceptional verbal memory, however, as well as inferior visual-spatial skills. The 

author infers from this that CJ may have had bilateral organisation.

As with females, who may generally show such a pattern (Obler 

& Novoa, 1988), verbal skill appear to benefit from bilateral 

organisation, while for the same individuals visual-spatial 

abilities seem to suffer. (Obler, 1989.154)

loup et al.'s  1994 study o f  exceptional language learners took into account 

the characteristics considered as belonging to the Geschwind- Galaburda cluster. Their 

study was on the ultimate attainment o f  two near-native speakers o f  Arabic. The subjects 

were two female native Hnglish speakers, one tutored in Arabic, the other self-taught. The 

first subject in the study was Julie, who had never received any forma! instruction in 

Arabic, but had nonetheless achieved an extremely high level o f  proficiency. Julie married 

an Egyptian when she was 2 1 and moved to Cairo. After only nine days, her new husband 

was called to military service and Julie was left alone with her non-English speaking 

family-in-law for over six weeks. In an attempt to learn the language, she started a 

language journal where she initially noted her guesses at the language but later was able to 

group words into grammatical categories. She also noted her mistakes and the subsequent 

corrections. Eventually her husband returned and Julie received more Egyptian Arabic 

(EA) input every day. Within a year she started working as an English teacher at a local 

school where she conversed frequently with her colleagues in EA. Within two and a half 

years, Julie was able to pass for a native speaker.

Laura was the second subject who had received extensive formal instruction in 

standard Arabic before she commenced the study o f  EA. She interrupted her PhD in 

standard Arabic in order to study the EA dialect at the University o f  Cairo. She met her 

husband there and decided to remain in Cairo. Once her doctoral programme was
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completed, she becam e a teacher o f  standard Arabic. At the time o f  this study she was 

teaching m odem  standard Arabic at university level and had been resident in Cairo for ten 

years. Her com m unicative style is different from Ju lie’s in that she is a careful speaker.

H er m any years o f  exposure to A rabic in the classroom  m eant that Laura is very aw are o f 

the formal properties o f  the language, frequently noticing errors in native-speaker speech.

In order to determ ine w hether the two subjects had achieved sim ilar levels o f  

proficiency, three separate procedures were used to elicit perform ance data, a speech 

production task, an accent identification task and a translation task. For the first task, the 

participants were asked to record them selves detailing their favourite recipe on tape. Five 

native speakers o f HA did the same. The judges were 13 teachers o f  Arabic as a foreign 

language. Julie and Laura were rated as native speakers by 8 o f  these judges. The second 

part o f  the test involved the two subjects being able to identify regional accents o f  EA. In 

this task, Julie outperform ed Laura, as her scores were closer to the native responses.

Eleven judges from the previous task served as a control group. The third task assessed the 

subjects’ ability to translate selected constructs into Arabic. O nce again, eleven judges 

served as judges but none o f  these had been involved with the first two tasks. In this task 

the two subjects’ perform ance was very accurate

Results revealed very little divergence in the perform ance o f the two 

subjects, and both were relatively close to native norm s on a variety o f  tests. The authors o f 

the study attributed Ju lie’s rem arkable success to her high levels o f  m otivation and to the 

fact that from her first encounter with Arabic she “consciously m anipulated the 

grammatical structure o f  the language.”(ioup et al.. 1994:93). They also attributed her 

success to a talent for learning languages, loup et al. did not try and account for L aura’s 

success since they felt that
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[ejxceptional tutored learners like Laura have already been discussed 

extensively in the literature (cf. Birdsong, 1992; Coppieters, 1987;

Novoa, Fein, & Obler, 1988; Schneidermann & Desmarais, 1988;

Sorace, 1993). This is not to say that talented L2 learning with 

instruction is a well -understood phenomenon; it is just that our data 

offer no new insights to augment the discussions already provided.

( lo u p e /o / . ,  1994:95)

According to Obler (1989) there are certain traits that are associated with exceptional 

language learners.

Language learning talent is considered to be an innate, inherited 

trait, associated with inherited characteristics belonging to the 

Geschwind cluster such as lefl-handedness, twinning, and 

allergies, among others.

(Obler, 1989:154)

Julie reported that all o f  these traits are present in her family. Her paternal grandmother 

was a twin, left-handedness ran in her father’s family (she, herself is left-handed), and she 

had very sensitive skin and skin allergies. Furthermore, talent in one area is usually coupled 

with a corresponding weakness in another cognitive area. Julie reported that her 

performance in maths or anything that involved manipulating numbers was dismal.

She fits very well the neuropsychological profile associated with 

unusual cognitive ability.” (loup et al., 1994:92)

Many recent studies have attempted to determine which factors, or 

combination thereof, contribute to native-like competency in an L2. Among them is 

M oyer’s 2004 publication. Age. Accent and  Experience in Second Language Acquisition.
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A cording to Moyer, it is imperative to study age effects in tandem with other variables 

suih as intensity o f  motivation, intention to reside, satisfaction, length o f  residence, etc. 

General constructs such as AO and LOR provide little 

explanation for outcomes on their own in the sense that they 

provide indirect measures o f  L2 experience. What can we glean 

from them other than duration o f  exposure in isolation from 

contextual realities? Their impact can be understood only in the 

context o f  specific information on quality o f  access to L2.

Through investigations o f  how they impact the development o f  

experience over time, we may understand their unique 

contributions to attainment. (Moyer, 2004; 144)

M oyer (2004) studied the language proficiency o f  25 successful late L2 learners 

w b  were immigrants to Germany. She also explored how L2 attainment was affected by a 

nunber o f  other factors including the participants’ intentions and opportunities, thus 

integrating quantitative and qualitative data. Three sets o f  instruments were used for the 

colection o f  data; ( I ) a questionnaire surveying biological-experiential, social- 

ps’chological, instructional-cognitive and experiential-social factors, (2) a number o f  

coitrolled and semi-controlled production tasks and (3) a semi-stmctured interview. Three 

speakers o f  LI German acted as judges for the speech samples, which were judged on a 1-6 

sc;le. As in previous similar studies (Marinova-Todd 2003, Bongaerts et al, 1995, 1997) 

th( spontaneous speech task was the one, which proved to be the most reliable tllter for 

naivelike proficiency. Age o f  arrival (AoA) and length o f  residence (LoR) had a similar 

inluence on ultimate attainment whereas psychological factors such as satisfaction with 

atninment and personal motivation to acquire fluency in German accounted for 76% o f  the 

vaiance in attainment.
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The com bina tion  o f  duration  o f  L2 experience/exposure  and the 

psychologica l perception  o f  being  satisfied with o n e ’s atta inm ent 

provides  a s trong indication o f  long-tem i acquisition success -  o r 

lack th e re o f  (M oyer, 2004:80)

In 2003, M arinova- T odd  conducted  a study on  30 post-puberty  learners o f  English  

from  25 countries and speak ing  18 languages. A control group o f  30 native speakers  o f  

English with s im ilar academ ic  backgrounds also participated in the study. Data were  

collected through a n u m b e r  o f  form al tests as well as a narrative task. The non-native  g roup  

perform ed at a s ignificantly  low er level on several tests focussing, am ong  other dom ains,  on 

gram m atical know ledge, vocabu la iy  size, and spontaneous speech. H owever, no significant 

d ifferences em erged  be tw een  the perfo rm ance  o f  the groups on the sem antic  com prehension  

and discourse com pletion  tasks. T w o  participants were Judged to have indistinguishable  

accent from native speakers  in spontaneous speech and a further six perform ed within 

native speaker ranges. M arinova-T odd  noted that three main profiles em erged  for highly 

proficient late learners: (1) three w om en , m arried  to native speakers o f  English, attained 

native levels on all tasks, (2) two participants (also m arried to native English speakers) 

scored within native levels on all m easures  except for receptive vocabulary . (3) three other 

participants achieved high scores on all tests except for pronunciation  tasks. N one o f  this 

final g roup lived with a native speaker  o f  English.

M arin o v a-T o d d ’s s tudy is particularly  pertinent to this thesis. The results o f  her 

2003 study miiTor the results o f  this thesis in that the m ost proficient participants co-habited  

with native L2 speakers. It w ould  appear  that an im m ersion-like experience  in L2 is a 

crucial key to success in the u ltim ate  a tta inm ent o f  late learners.

The most recent study o f  the factors, which contribute  to L2 ultimate a tta inm ent, is 

that o f  M unoz and S ingleton (2007) on a group o f  late learners o f  English with LI Spanish.
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The authors sought to determ ine the effect o f  both age o f  significant exposure to the L2 and 

the relative am ount o f  use o f  LI on L2 ultim ate attainm ent. The participants were 12 

female near-native speakers o f  L2 English with an average AOL o f  22.5 (AO L m eaning age 

o f  significant exposure or age o f  learning). All had LI Spanish or Catalan and were near

native speakers o f  at least one other language. Four native speakers o f  English acted as 

judges and a ftirther five native English speakers acted as controls. Participants were 

recorded retelling the story o f  a film they had w atched; these recordings along w ith the 

control recordings were then examined for evidence o f  foreign accent by the four judges.

All L2 participants were interviewed regarding their use o f  language in different contexts, 

their knowledge o f English and their LI as well as their educational background. Two 

participants em erged who had scored within native speaker ranges. A lthough the two 

individuals had very different profiles, they did have a num ber o f  things in com m on, in that 

they both spoke English in the home and were both highly m otivated learners o f English. 

They differed in that one had received intensive linguistic training whereas the other had 

arrived at a near-native speaker state through a m ultilingual upbringing.
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2.5.4 A Study on the Ability o f  Near-native Speakers to Pass fo r  Native 

Speakers

Certain theorists are concerned with defin ing  exactly  what a near-native speaker is. 

B irdsong, (1992) describes  near-native speakers as “those exceptional learners w ho  appear 

to perform  like natives .” (Birdsong, 1992:707) H ow ever, Filler, (2002) argues that it is 

unfair  to use native com petence  as a m easure  o f  L2 proficiency because an expert L2 user  is 

m ultilingual and their com petence  m ust differ from that o f  a monolingual LI user, i.e., their 

know ledge  o f  the L2 m ust  differ from  the native speaker o f  that L2 and their know ledge  o f  

their own LI m ust also d iffer from that o f  m onolinguals . Her argum ents are supported  by 

Cook, (1992), K ram sch, (1997) and Favlenko and L an to lf(2000) .  In fact C ook states 

"[a jsserting  that adults usually fail to becom e native speakers . . .  is like saying that ducks 

fail to becom e sw ans .” It w ould seem that future research must take this into account when 

testing L2 com petence. (C ook, 1999:187)

Filler s tudied the linguistic practices o f  a n um ber  o f  bilingual couples 

(G erm an/English) ove r  a tw o-year period, from 1997 to 1999. A s part o f  her research, she 

asked participants to record them selves having a conversation  at home and suggested  a 

num ber  o f  topics they could  talk about. During these recorded conversations, 27 out o f  the 

73 individuals in terv iew ed claim ed to have achieved native-like profic iency in their second 

language and to occasionally  pass for a native speaker. These  were not am ong  the topics 

that Filler had suggested  and had arisen naturally during the conversations. O f  the 17 

couples that b roached  this topic, ten cla im ed that both partners could pass for a native 

speaker on occasion and 7 m aintained that only  one partner had achieved native-like 

proficiency. Filler noted that her interlocutors exhibited high levels o f  aw areness  o f  regional 

and social variation w ith in  a language, in order  to pass for a native speaker. Som e o f  her 

subjects did not set out to pass for native speakers, rather, they ju s t  did not want to be
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perceived as m em bers  o f  a particular national g roup  straight away, i.e. they did not w an t to 

be perceived  stereotypically . Other subjects preferred  to m ake  it clear early  in an 

interaction that they w ere  not natives as they did not w an t to appear s tupid i f  they failed to 

understand a c o m m o n  cultural reference. F or  m any  h ighly  m otivated L2 learners this is the 

ultimate goal, to pass for a native speaker and accord ing  to Filler this happens m ore  

regularly than one m igh t have believed.

Filler, (2002) like Birdsong, (2005) called for m ore  detailed 

descriptions o f  high-level L2 ability as well as a be tter  understanding  o f  w hat h igh-level L2 

proficiency is. She feels this is essential in particular for those learning a second  language 

lo have m ore realistic goals  rather than aspiring to sound like native speakers, which, in 

Filler’s op in ion , is a very difficult objective for learners o f  a second language. M oyer 

(2004) be lieves  it is important to distinguish between nativeness and fluency because 

“nativeness is an essentia lly  social construct” (M oyer  2004:46). i f  this is the case and near- 

naliveness is not a realistic goal for L2 learners, then m ore  realistic linguistic targets need  to 

be set.

It w ould  help to support SLL by presenting students with realistic 

m odels  o f  successful L2 users ra ther than the monolingual native 

speakers they can never be (Filler, 2002:201).

The curren t study attem pts  to identify those factors, which contribute tow ards nativelike 

proficiency in an L2. It follows in the footsteps o f  M oyer 2004, M unoz & Singleton 2007 

and M arinova-T odd  2003 in that it endeavours to establish a m ulti-factor explanation  for 

L2 p ro tlcency  as well as a description o f  that proficiency.
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Chapter Three 

Participants and Methodology

Introduction

Research Hypotheses

(1) A ge  o f  O nset will determ ine level o f  L2 attaimnent: late age o f  onset o f  SLA  

will prec lude  native levels o f  L2 attainment.

(2) Certain experiential or biological factors such as age at testing, intention to 

reside or o ther  languages known, will correlate positively with levels o f  L2 

attainment.

(3) Factors re lating to experience will correlate positively  with each other. For 

exam ple , level o f  French on arrival will correlate positively with primary 

contacts  in France, as well as interrelating with other experiential factors such 

as frequency and quality  o f  contact with native French speakers.

T he  objec tive  o f  this thesis is to test the three hypotheses above. Length o f  residence is 

often used in studies o f  second language acquisition as the only m easure o f  experience. In 

this study, how ever,  various aspects  o f  experience were explored in order to see which 

aspects, i f  any, played a significant role in native-like L2 attainment in a second language.

T he  subjects recruited for this study were all A nglophone  near-native users o f  

French w h o  fell into the category  o f  “ late-learners” . They  were late learners in two senses
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(i) those who had taken French at school had not begun this experience until after age 11;

(ii) in all cases the first experience o f “significant exposure” to French had been past 20.

Recruiting participants to take part in this study was not a straightforw ard task, as 

one o f  the basic requirem ents was for participants to pass for a native French speaker 

occasionally. On meeting the subjects who took part, the researcher som etimes found that 

their French was not fluent enough and that it m ight have been an exaggeration on their part 

to claim to pass as a native French speaker, in addition, a num ber o f  people answered the 

call for participants who had been raised bilingually and so m ade unsuitable candidates. It 

was necessary to recruit participants who had com m enced learning French beyond the age 

traditionally posited as marking the end o f the critical period. Participants were recruited 

through advertisem ents in bilingual magazines and websites (France-U SA Contacts and 

Franglo.com) or through personal contacts with the University o f London in Paris. 

Participants were interviewed individually in Paris over the course o f  two visits; one in 

May 2006 and the second in March 2007. Two participants were unable to come to 

interview in Paris and participated online (using a web cam era) instead.

O f the twenty participants who took part, the mean age o f  arrival o f  the sam ple was 

28.6 years, (Range 39) and the mean age o f the sam ple at the time o f testing was 41.1 years, 

(Range 35). None o f  the group had com m enced learning French before the age o f  11. 

Am ong the participants, six scored within native ranges when tested.
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3.1 Introduction to Methodology

T esting  was com posed  o f  three separate elements; an accent recognition  task, 

(A R T ), w here  students listened to recordings o f  3 French regional accents and a ttem pted to 

identify them , a controlled  production  task com posed  o f  a written test in French, 

concen tra ting  principally  on lexical and m orphosyntactical abilities, fo llowed by a sem i

s tructured interview in person, w here  possible, and online, w here  a m eeting  was not an 

option. All three parts o f  the test w ere  taken by a control group o f  20 native French 

speakers.

Accent Identilication

Three regional French accents were chosen for the test, the first tw o being 

am ong  the most w ell-know n and easily identifiable o f  all the regional accents. These  were 

the Provence  accent and the Alsace accent, am ong the few to survive the cultural and 

educational hom ogeniza tion  im posed by French governm ent over  the centuries. In the 

Provence region, a century  ago, the majority  o f  people spoke Provencal. W hen the 

inhabitants  learned French, it was as a foreign language and they im ported the 

p ronuncia tion  o f  the original P roven9al into their French. The sam e occurred  in the region 

o f  A lsace  w here  inhabitants  imported the voiceless consonants o f  the Alsatian G erm an 

dialect into their French. The third regional accent was taken from the Touraine  region, 

w hich is less w ell-know n than the first two and less easily identified.
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3.2 Accent Recognition Task (ART)

The first part o f the test, then, was an accent recognition test, which required the 

identification o f  three regional French accents. The recordings were downloaded from a 

website called Les Accents des Frangais. This website is based on the publication “Les 

Accents des Fran9ais”, a book on French regional accents by Carton, Rossi, Autesserre & 

Leon (1983)

All participants easily identified the first accent, a Southern French accent. The 

second accent from the Alsace region o f  France was also identified with ease. However, the 

third, from the T'ouraine region, was more dilTicult, being more obscure. A number o f the 

Anglophone subjects were unable to identify it. It is important to mention here that a 

number o f  native French speakers from the control group were also unable to identify this 

accent. The three accents involved in the ART are described below.

The Provencal Accent

The region o f  Provence is to be found in w'hat is known as Occitania, an area which 

stretches across the south o f  France. Successively occupied by Ligurians, Celts and Greek 

settlers on the coast, in the first century B.C., Provence was colonised by the Romans. 

These four cultures lived together in relative harmony and gave the region its specificity 

and personality. It was completely occupied by France by I860. In spite o f annexation by 

France, the region o f  Provence had retained to this day, its culture and language. Provencal 

was widely spoken until the second world war and has been taught in schools since the 

1970s
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Proven9 als have  generally  accepted their a ttachm ent to 

France, bu t they have never renounced  their differences and are 

p roud  o f  the ir  custom s and language. To them, Provence is 

m ore  than a climate, a cuisine or an accent. It is a w ay o f  life 

and th inking  deeply  rooted in R om an  culture, which, over two 

thousand  years, has perpetuated  itself  with a constant flow o f  

Italian im m igrants . (D. V itaglione, 2000:2)

T here  are a n um ber  o f  phonetic  features o f  the Proven9 al accent, which m ake it d istinctive 

from standardised French.

Phonetic Characteristics o f  the Provencal Accent

Vowels

Phonetic  Features S tandard  French Regional Variation Examples

E in final position so m etim es  open E always closed avais [ave ]

A in final position som etim es  posterior a lw ays anterior pas [pa ]

O before  articulated 
consonants

generally  open generalisation to [d] gauche  [ QD J s D
except final +z

Nasal vowels nasal vowels nasa l i s ed  v o w e l s  inst inct  [ E E n s t £ £ N ]
+nasal consonantal fenestron

e l e m e n t  (N) ££N , [ f a n E S t R D D N ]

3 D N , a | lN appelan t s

[ a p a l a ^ i N ]

before a consonan t aucun bruit
[ o k o e o e m b R t | i ]
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Provencal Phonetic Feautures

Consonants 
Phonetic Feature

Nasal C onsonants

Standard French Regional Variation Exam ples

consonantal changes  saison de 
[sezDDnda]

In sam e place o f  articulation
as fo llow ing consonan t unpronounced

Sim plification  o f  
Consonta l groups

R

No

[R] dorsal

p ronounced

Yes

[R] dorsal 
[r] rolled

tom be
[tDDmba]

exem ple
[eza^mpla]

mere [ '  m£R9]
[R] in ilnal position mer [ m £ R ]  

(Source: Carton, Rossi, A utesseire  & Leon (1983)

The Alsatian Accent

Alsace, betw een  the V osges M ountains and the Black Forest has a turbulen t 

past and has changed  hands betw'een the French and Germ an governm ents  m any times. The 

language spoken in the region is now French but this has not a lw ays been the case. A lsace 

w as, in fact, a G erm an  d ialect-speaking region for most o f  its history. F rance regained 

control o f  A lsace  in 1944 and prom oted  the French language heavily. H ow ever  in 1951, 

public opinion dem anded  that children should be taught G erm an  at school and this 

continues to the present day with approxim ate ly  7,000 Alsatian children attending 

F rench/G erm an bilingual primary schools. (Source; Conseil general du haut-Rhin , 2008) 

This situation is paradoxical because standard  oral 

G erm an is seldom spoken in Alsace, so that the great majority 

o f  children enrolled in bilingual program m es never did hear 

G erm an at hom e, and even few er hear or speak the Alsatian
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dialect, which has an extrem ely  low rate o f  transmission. 

(Helot, 2008:208)

Phonetic Characteristics of the Alsatian Accent

Vowels

Phonetic Elements Standard French Regional French Exam ples

I,Y,U non accentuated closed [ i, y, u] closed [i, y,u] 11 faut [l]

() long or accentuated open closed v o y a u e u r [6]

A long or accentuated anterior posterior c o u p a g e [a]

Nasality strong som etim es weak on a [63

Final Vowels silent sometimes
pronounced coupaue [a 39]

Middle closed vowel
O f  trisyllabic word pronounced w eakened or naturel lenient

silent [n a ' trelma]
Consonants
Occlusive Voiceless Aspirated voiceless qualite [kha]
Occlusive Voiced “ Soft” voiceless client [g]
Fricative (f,s) Voiceless Voiced fran9ais [ 'vra ' ze]
Fricative (z) Voiced “ Soft” Voiceless age [ '  a ' 3]
Consonontal C lusters M aintained Simplified que lquechose  [kek]
Final P osi t io n - tre ,- f le ,-b le Maintained Inverted metre  [ tar]
Initial h U npronounced Pronounced hache [ '  haj]

(Source; Carton, Rossi, Autesserre & Leon (1983)
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The Touraine Accent
(also known as “Tourangeau”)

This is the most obscure o f the three accents and unlike the first two regional accents is not 

influenced by a second language. In the mid-fifteenth century Louis XI brought his court to 

Tours where he built a chateau as well as in Amboise. The population o f Tours increased 

to 20,000 thus assuring the prosperity of the city. There was a certain level o f snobbery 

attached to the French spoken in the region at the time as it was the variety spoken at court. 

However, the French court moved back to Paris with the marriage o f Catherine de Medici 

and Henri, Duke o f Orleans , the future Henri 11 o f France. The French at the Parisian court 

evolved and yet the French spoken in the Touraine remained ihe same, its inhabitants 

unaware of the changes taking place. (Source: Coursauit.,19X0:7)

Phonetic Characteristics of Tourangeau

Phonetic Feature Standard French Regional Variation

opposition e / z
Vowels
E

[A]

01 g roup  

Initial vowels

tendency toward 
fronted [a]

diphthongization of 
accentuated [e,o] absence

[wa]

maintained

alternative distribution

Examples

avait [e] 
bonnet [£] 
fait [0]

difTerent distribution deviation [a ]
a [ae]

some

[we]

sometnnes
dropped

chaud [JOu]

autrefois [ot"fw£]

un espece [oe" spss]] 
etait [ "te]
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Consonants

R dorsal apical or disappears
in final position encore [ako ]

Group o f  consonants sometimes 
simplified

always simplified notre [not]
plus [py]

(Source: Carton, Rossi, Autesserre & Leon (1983)

3.3 The Written Test

The written test was devised to examine those grammatical and lexical elements that 

arc traditionally difficult for native English speakers. Parts 1 and 2 o f  the test concentrated 

on idiomatic difficulties, requiring candidates to complete well-known proverbs and 

accepted comparative forms. The original intention when this test was designed

was to ask participants to translate proverbs from English into French. However, it was 

essential to the overall study that this test be taken by a control group o f  native French 

speakers, who did not necessarily speak English. Therefore, this form o f  question,

(complete the proverb), was more suitable for all participants.

Parts 3, 4 and 5 o f  the written test examined the participants’ competence in French 

grammar. These questions in particular were chosen as they cover areas o f  traditional 

difficulty for English speakers, such as the choice between the passe compose  or the 

imparfait or the use o\' \.\\Q fu tur sim ple  after adverbial markers. Participants w'ere also asked 

to choose betw'een c ’est and II est. another difficult construction to master for English 

speakers, given that they can both be translated into It is in English.
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In general, participants did well on the gram m atical areas o f  the test but perform ed 

less well on questions 1 and 2. Some candidates questioned the inclusion o f  proverbs in the 

test, feeling that they did not use them in their native language and so never attem pted to 

learn them in French. However, they were all fam iliar with the English equivalent o f  the 

proverbs tested. In order to see if  their standard o f  French was on a lexical par w ith that o f  

their native English it was felt that the com pletion o f  the proverbs provided a useful 

exercise. The full text is set out below:
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Lexico-Grammatical Test for Participants

1. C om pleter  les expressions com paratives suivantes.

a) etre malin c o m m e ................

b) etre sage c o m m e ................

c) etre rouge c o m m e ................

d) etre vieux c o m m e .................

e) etre laid c o m m e ................

2. C om pleter les proverbes suivants

a) Qui aime bicn,............................................

b) On nc peut pas a v o ir  ie beutTc e t ...............................................

c) C ’est en forgeant q u ’...................................................

d) II ne taut vendre la peau de I’o u r s ................................................

e) Qui se r e s s e m b le .................................................................

3. Con'igcr les phrases suivantes si necessaire.

a) Je veux la reponse qui soit claire.

b) II part pouvoir s ’acheter des cigarettes.

c) Craquer est plein pour ce tiroir.

d) C ’est habitue pour Pierre de nager.

e) Je la connais hostile au projet.
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4. Remplacer I’infinitif par le temps convenable.

L ’ete dernier, je  (aller) en France avec ma famille. Tout le monde (etre) tres excite quand 

nous (arriver) a I’aeroport. Ma petite soeur (se sauver) pendant que ma mere (controler) 

les bagages. Mes parents (essayer) de I’attraper mais elle (se cacher). Finalement je  la 

(trouver), elle (pleurer) car elle ne (vouloir) pas quitter son chien pendant quinze jours.

Demain quand mon pere (aller ) a Paris, il me (acheter) des livres. II (aller) a sa librairie 

PfcIlM'cc des qu'il (arriver). Une I'ois q u ’il ( etre) inslalie a son hotel, il (aller) 

directement chez Gilbert .leune oii il (trouver) sans doute des livres interessants. Quand il 

(rentrer) a la maison je  le (remercier) de son cadeau et je  (cominencer) a lire tout de 

suite !

5. Completer la phrase en utilisant C ’est/ll est

a) Voulez-vous du Bordeaux ? -------  tres bon pour les malades.

b) J ’ai vu votre c h a t . ------------tres gros.

c) La mayonnaise ? -----------facile a faire.

(j)  facile de faire la mayonnaise.

e) Je ne comprends pas ce qui est e c r i t : ---------en russe.
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6.C om pleter la phrase en utilisant la preposition a ou de

a) Je m e suis decide —  apprendre I’espagnol

b) A ujourd’hui j ’ai achete un cadeau —  ma niece.

c) Sara tend —  eviter les problem es si possible.

d) Je me suis resolue —  changer d ’emploi.

e) Pierre est tres tim ide et il doit travailler —  se faire aimer.
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3.4 Support for the Choice of Question in the 

Linguistic Background Questionnaire from SLA 

Literature

T he initial a im  o f  the questionnaire  was to ensure  that candidates are suitable for the 

study, i.e. that they have been  resident in France for a  suffic ient length o f  time in order to 

ascertain w hether  there is a correlation betw een experience and profic iency in French. It is 

also im portant to ensure that no candidate  acquired French before the onset o f  puberty in 

o rder  to elim inate  any possib le  basis for traditional interpretations o f  the CPI 1

There is a subgroup  o f  five questions, which relate to the initial learning experience  

o f  the candidate . Som e o f  these questions were decided  upon on the basis o f  a s tudy carried 

out by  N iko lov  (2001) on unsuccessful learners o f  a foreign language (English, G erm an  and 

R ussian) in Hungary. This s tudy o f  94 low achieving adult learners sought to d iscover to 

w hat extent attitudes, m otivation  and language as well as teachers’ m ethodology, intensity 

and continu ity  o f  language teaching p rogram m es influenced long-term language outcom es. 

T he  conclusions o f  the s tudy were  clear. It em erged  that negative c lassroom  experiences 

s trongly  influenced in te rv iew ees’ m otivation and that positive language learning 

experiences  in later years did little to dispel the lack o f  enthusiasm  and self-confidence 

instilled by poo r  teachers and outdated  pedagogical techniques in early years. Participants 

found that oral and written  assessm ent practises with an insistence on accuracy and 

m em orisa tion  were “ th rea ten ing” and a focus on g ram m ar  drills and rote learning "boring  

and use less” . N ikolov d iscovered  that “m ost teachers follow a hidden structural sy llabus” 

which did little to inspire, m otiva te  or instil en thusiasm  in their pupils, qualities which 

partic ipants  them selves attributed to successful language learners.
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The next four questions were  designed s im ply  to discover cand ida tes’ m otivation  on 

com ing  to France in the first place, and also to determ ine their fluency before arrival. In 

F il le r’s study o f  near-native speakers, she m akes the distinction between the age w hen  the 

subjects  o f  her research (near-native speakers o f  English  and G erm an) were  first exposed  to 

a second language in a formal setting and the age at which they encountered it naturally.

She noted that, “m any  partic ipants  distinguish betw een a time w hen  they started to learn the 

language, and a time w hen  they “rea lly” began to learn the language” (Filler 2002: 191). It 

is im portant to detenriine w hether  o r  not candidates had a positive attitude tow ards the 

French language before  arrival in France. A ccord ing  to M oyer (2004; 127) “ [i]f  attitudes 

are negative, especially  between the host language com m unity  and the immigrant 

com m unity ,  a tta inm ent will predictably suffer.”

Section 2 was devised with a dual purpose; the first to determ ine if  know ledge o f  

the LI plays a significant role in SLA. It is difficult to quantify cross-linguistic  influence 

because different individuals  m ay pursue different options. However, an aw areness o f  the 

structure o f  o n e ’s LI could  enable acquisition o f  an L2 in the early stages o f  learning, when  

for m any learners L2 is available m ainly  in terms o f  their L I. A ccord ing  to Cook:

The L2 u se rs ’ understanding  o f  LI words is affected by their 

know ledge o f  the m ean ings  and fo n n s  o f  the second language; a 

French person w ho know s English has the English m eaning  o f  the 

word coin (m oney) activated even when reading coin (corner) in 

French (Beauvilla in  & G rainger, 1987); loan w ords  have different 

m eanings for people  w ho know  the second language from which 

they are derived. (Cook: 2002:6)

95



The second puipose o f  these questions is to estabHsh whether the LI o f  the 

candidates is subject to attrition speakers, because o f  increasing fluency and use o f  the L2. 

According to DeBot & Hulsen;

Languages are never lost in isolation, and LI attrition typically 

comes as a by-product o f  language contact, particularly in migrant 

settings. De Bot & Hulsen, 2002).

Many studies in the domain o f  language attrition have shown that neither LI nor L2 are 

immune to loss. The first sign o f  language attrition is the slowing-down o f  the retrieval o f  

lexical items. However, mainstream psychological research (Loftus & Loftus, 1976) 

suggests that this slowing-down may just be a question o f  temporary unavailability rather 

than permanent lexical loss. LI attrition can be a subjective issue, some individuals may 

attempt to keep their LI at all costs by using it whenever possible whereas others my be 

entirely indifferent to their LI and try and avoid using it whenever possible.

Scarcity o f  input might be considered the crucial factor leading to failure in second 

language learning in a classroom setting. In Doughty’s 1991 study o f  20 international 

students studying English in Philadelphia, instruction (both meaning and rule oriented) had 

a strong positive effect on students’ linguistic outcome. Fonnal instruction is an area 

deemed relevant by Bongaerts et a l’s 1997 report on three studies o f  very advanced learners 

o f  an L2. Two studies were on Dutch learners o f  English and one on Dutch learners o f  

French. The combined result o f  the three studies is that “the pronunciation o f  some o f  these 

learners was consistently judged to be native-like, or authentic, by listeners who were 

native speakers o f  the language” . (Bongaerts et al, 1997:154). One o f  the principal 

contributing factors to these learners’ success is, according to the authors, “ input 

enhancement through instruction” , a term borrowed from loup el a l ( \ 995). loup et 

a/.maintain that:
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A need for conscious awareness o f  form suggests that some type 

o f  input enhancement is necessary for adult language learning.

(loup et a l ,  1995: 98)

There are several different forms o f  input enhancement. Positive input enhancement 

is often evident in a classroom environment where a teacher may highlight particular 

difficulties o f  a language in order to make them more noticeable to students. To determine 

whether or not input enhancement plays a role in this study, it is necessary to establish what 

kind o f  input enhancement is involved, positive input enhancement in a formal setting, 

negative input enhancement in the form o f  error correction by native speakers or internal 

input enhancement, where a learner makes a conscious attempt to be aware o f  particular 

constructions in the input. Whether or not the latter type o f  input enhancement plays a role 

in the lluency o f  the subject might also become apparent in the answers to the following 

section (Section 4) on learning strategies.

This section was inspired by loup et a l.'s  1995 study o f  successful adult 

second language acquisition in a naturalistic environment i.e. a learning context lacking in 

any formal instruction. The subject o f  the study, Julie, appeared to have acquired nativelike 

proficiency in Egyptian Arabic and performed within the native range in all tests except 

that o f  discourse semantics, loup et al. attributed Julie’s success to a number o f  factors, 

among them the fact that Julie took charge o f  her learning and employed a number of 

learning strategies.

First. Julie, t'rom the very beginning, consciously 

manipulated the grammatical structure o f  the 

language. She paid attention to morphological 

variation because she saw it as necessary for 

successful communication. Entries in her copybook
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w ere  rev iew ed  on a regu la r  basis. W hen  she 

rece ived  e rro r  feedback, she m ade  m ental note o f  

the  in fo rm ation  it p rovided. C erta in ly , she was not 

consc ious ly  aw are  o f  every  aspect o f  g ram m ar  that 

she  internalized; how ever ,  she did notice  redundant 

m orpho log ica l  structure. H er a ttitude toward 

g ra m m a r  w as  that it needed  to be m astered  

correctly . ( l o u p e s a / . ,  1995:92)

Section 5 on linguistic  contact is necessary  in order to establish the quantity  o f  input 

a \a i lab le  to the subjects  in question. M oyer  states, “ Based on the available evidence, 

personal contact with native speakers appears  to exert profound in lluence on a tta inm ent.” 

(Moyer, 2004:125). Interaction with native speakers  has long been deem ed  im perative to 

success in SLA. V arious factors appear  to limit opportunities for contact, how ever,  age, 

low social s tatus and race am ong  them. H eller (1999) em phasises  that m ost o f  the time the 

factors m edia ting  access  to linguistic resources  act in combination. Her ow n e thnographic  

study o f  a F re n c h - la n g u a g e  school in O ntario  dem onstra tes  that the most underpriv ileged 

students are o lder  fem ale  im m igran ts  w h o  have the most difficulty gain ing  access to 

English. In Section  5 o f  the questionnaire , questions are designed in o rder to de te rm ine  if 

subjects have regu la r  con tact with  French native speakers and w hether  they  em ploy  

strategies to avo id  contac t with non-French  speakers , a s trategy em ployed  by subjects  

participating in M o y e r ’s 2004  s tudy on advanced  adult learners o f  G erm an:

For each im m igran t,  the ba lance  be tw een  m other tongue and 

target language shifts as the function o f  each language changes.

A daily  re liance on L2 necessarily  leads to a loss in the 

co m m u n ica t iv e  function o f  L I .  These  shifts, in turn, impact on
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l inguistic  identity. Several participants com m ented  on their 

efforts to either avoid m other tongue speakers, o r  to initiate 

conversations with them in Germ an. They  see this as im portant 

for m ain ta in ing  consistency in their linguistic input and practice.

U ndoubted ly , their willingness to consciously  (even doggedly) 

pursue interaction in G erm an, and even  to ask for overt feedback, 

has had a measurable  impact on their  fluency as well as on their 

linguistic  identity over the long-tenn. (M oyer, 2004:102)

Does longer length o f  residence offer g reater opportunities for linguistic contact with  native 

French speakers and therefore provide conditions for success in SLA ? In the case o f  this 

study it will be interesting to see what, i f  any correlation there might be betw een  these three 

factors.

Schum ann  (1986) suggests that the degree to which the learner (particularly  the 

adult im m igrant) accuiturates to the target language (TL) group controls  the degree  to 

which the learner acquires the TL. This theory was based on T a jfe l’s theory o f  social 

identity (1981) w herein , i f  an individual is unhappy with their present social identity they 

may attempt to change their group m em bersh ip  so as to be able to regard them selves  more 

positively. Giles & Byrne, (1982) and Giles & Johnson , (1987) deve loped  a theo ry  o f  

e thnolinguistic  identity based on T a jfe l’s work. This theory considered language to be a 

salient m arker o f  ethnic identity and social g roup m em bership .

[m ]em bers o f  groups where the in-group identification is weak, 

in-group vitality low, in-group boundaries open and identification 

with other groups strong, may assimilate and learn the L2 

rapidly. In contrast, m em bers  o f  groups w hose ethnolinguistic  

vitality is high (for instance, s trong in-group identification, hard
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in-group boundaries, etc.) m ay fear assimilation and achieve a 

low level o f  profic iency in the L2, w hich  is seen by them as a 

threat to their e thnic identity .” (Pavlenko, 2002:279)

However, this c la im  has been  rejected  by a n u m b er  o f  critics, am ong  them  H usband  & 

Saifullah-Khan, (1982), N orton  Peirce, (1995) and Burnett &  Syed (1999), w hose  

objections were num erous. A m o n g  the objections were the following

(a) Sociopsychological approaches do  not take into account that L2 users 

may be m em bers  o f  several linguistic, ethnic, social and cultural 

communities.

(b) Many L2 users do not aspire  to jo in  a particular TL group and learn a L2 

without even considering  w ho the TL group might be.

(c) This approach does not take into account how  cultures and sub-cultures 

constantly influence each other through the m edia  and the internet.

More recent theorists prefer a poststructuralis t approach to L2 learning, (M iller,  1999.

2000; Moore, 1999; Norton Peirce, 1995). This approach confirm s the im portance  o f  

interaction but criticises SLA  research in this area, as it has tended to concentra te  on 

interaction in artificial env ironm ents  such as language classroom s rather than on natural 

observations in real settings. T he  posts tm ctura lis t  approach also h ighlights  the fact that 

access to a L2 m ay be dictated by a nu m b er  o f  factors including gender, ethnic background, 

age, social status etc. Section 5 o f  the linguistic background questionnaire  is designed to 

determ ine how the subjects interact with the TL  com m unity ,  if  they have sufficient 

opportunities for contact and w hether  they have been subjected to “ga te -keep ing” where  TL
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speakers will employ a number o f  strategies to prevent L2 users from understanding and 

even interacting in the L2.

Section 6 is an attempt to discover how the candidates view themselves and 

their ftjture in tenns o f  the TL community. Moyer, 2004, noted that intention to reside in 

the TL country had significant impact on language attainment. In her study o f  near-native 

speakers learning and residing in Germany, she noted a positive correlation between 

intention to reside and language attainment outcomes:

[ijntention to reside may reflect a psychological investment o f  

sorts, perhaps an underlying goal-driven, or reward-driven 

motivation.” (Moyer. 2004:133)

How the candidate perceives their own identity is also important, it is also more fluid than 

intention and changes from L2 user to user. If L2 users view themselves as belonging to the 

TL community rather than their LI community then it would follow that they are strongly 

motivated learners which in turn would contribute positively to their L2 attainment. A 

question on passing for native speakers is also included in this section as it has been 

associated with high-level proficiency in an L2; some L2 users choose to pass in order to 

disguise their LI origins,

“ ...these people are very aware that they will be perceived 

stereotypically if  they are identified with a particular national 

group while overseas. So, they prefer not to be reduced to their 

original national identity. At the same time, they do not 

necessarily want to be perceived as native speakers, either, 

because that would negate their achievement in learning an L2 

to a very high level and being interesting as a person from 

somewhere else." (Filler, 2002:194)
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W hether or not passing for a native speaker is im portant to the participants in this study 

may contribute to a more cohesive understanding on our part to their sense o f identity.

The final section o f  the questionnaire is on m otivation and SLA: an area, which has 

attracted a large body o f  research. Indeed, Filler states; “Personal m otivation, choice and 

agency seem to be the m ost crucial factors in ultim ate attainm ent.” (2002; 201) For many 

L2 users the m otivation to improve their L2 fluency m ay be closely linked with how useful 

or relevant that L2 is perceived to be, both personally and professionally. M otivation is a 

difficult factor to m easure as it differs from individual to individual and m ay also be linked 

to other factors such as sense o f  identity, attitude toward the TL com m unity, input etc. 

According to Moyer;

M otivation, especially as it is linked to specific behaviors or 

learning strategies, likely contributes in fundamental ways to 

ultimate attainm ent, but its influence may be accurately 

appreciated only in connection with other social and cognitive 

considerations. (M oyer, 2004:40)
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3.5 Linguistic Background Questionnaire

1. Personal Details

1. W hat is you r  date o f  birth?

2. W hen  did you  arrive in France?

3. A re you m ale  or  fem ale?

4. Flow long have you been  living in France?

5. W hat age w ere  you  w hen  you started learning French at school?

6. For how m any years did you study French at school?  After school?

7. W hat was your im pression o f  France before you arrived?

7b. Describe som e o f  your preconceptions.

8. W hat m ade  you decide to com e to France?

9. H ow  w ould  you describe yo u r  level o f  French upon arrival? ( I (w eak) ^ 1 0

2. Educational Experience

1. Did you en joy  learning French at school?  ( I (not at a ll)->5 ( thoroughly))

2. Did you find it difficult o r  easy? ( I (not at a l l ) ^ 5  (very difficult))

3. Do you  th ink you had good  teachers?  ( I (not at a l l ) ^ 5  (excellent))

4. W hat aspect o f  learning did you particularly  enjoy/dread?

5. W hat sort o f  pedagogical m ateria ls  w ere  used?

3. Linguistic Awareness

1. Did you s tudy English g ram m ar  at school?



2. Are you aware o f  the structure o f  the EngHsh language?

3. If so, has your knowledge o f  English enabled you to learn French more easily?

4. Do you feel that your standard o f  English has deteriorated since you moved to France? 

( l (n o t  at a ll)-^5 (very much))

5. Do you often search for words in English? (1 ( n e v e r ) ^  5 (often))

4. Formal Instruction upon arrival

1. Did you attend French classes upon arrival in France?

2. If so, did you feel they helped improve your level o f  French?

3. How many hours per week?

4. How did they differ from the formal instruction you received before your arrival?

5. Learning Strategies

1. Are you aware o f  employing specific strategies to improve your French?

2. Do you seek to imitate French speakers whose style you admire?

3. Do you keep or have you ever kept a language journal?

4. Do you try and insert new or unfamiliar words into your vocabulary?

5. Do you ask French speakers why/how they might use an unfamiliar or new structure?

6. Do you correct your own errors as you make them?

7. Do you take risks with the French language, using, for example new or unfamiliar 

structures?

8. Do you mind being laughed at when you make a mistake
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6. Linguistic Contact

1. D id  you have  im m edia te  contact with  French speakers?

2. A n d  now, do you  have regular contact with native French speakers?

3. O n  a day-to-day  basis do you speak m ore French or English?

4. W hich  language do  you use  at hom e?

5. Do you encoun ter  a variety  o f  registers?

6. Do you socialise  m ore  with French o r  English speakers?

7. Do French speakers correct your mistakes?

K. Do you o r  have you ever tried to avoid contact with non-native French speakers?

9. Do you ever wish you could interact more with French speakers ra ther than English 

speakers?

10. Have you ever  felt frustrated because  o f  a French speaker’s refusal to speak to you in 

French?

7. Identity/ Sense of Belonging

1. Do you feel at hom e in France?

2. Do you plan on living in F rance perm anently?

3. Do you identify you rse lf  prim arily  as French or XX or both?

4. A re there any particular s ituations w here  you do not identify y ourse lf  as X X ?

5. Can  you im agine  a situation w here  you w ould identify you rse lf  as French?

6. Do you return to XX often?

7. Do you have frequent contact with X X ?

K. How important to you is you r  XX identity?
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9. Do you often pass for a native French speaker?

10. How good is your spoken French? (1 (poor) ->  5 (fluent))

8. Motivation

1. Is it im portant to you to speak French well? (1 (not im p o rta n t)^  5 (essential))

2. Do you need to speak French fluently for your job? (1 ( r a re ly )^  5 (frequently)

3. How important is to you to “pass” for a native speaker?

(1 irrelevant—̂ 5 very important)

4. Do you consciously try to improve your French?

5. Is your standard o f  French connected to your self-esteem ?

9. Other languages

1. Do you speak any languages other than French?

1 f  yes

2. W hich did you learn first?

3. Has your knowledge o f  other languages helped you to learn French?

4. Do you get confused
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3.6 Participant Recruitment

As indicated earlier, the subjects  needed for this study were excellent non-native  speakers 

o f  French and w h o  had started to learn French rather late in life. All participants had to 

have arrived in F rance beyond  the age com m only  posited as m arking the offset o f  the 

critical period. In this s tudy  all participants had started to learn French at secondary  o r  high 

school but had had  their  first significant exposure  to French after the age o f  20. O f  these 

non-native  speakers, 13 are w om en  and 7 are men. They are all resident in France and 

were  all raised m.onolingually. There  were  also 20 native speakers o f  French who 

participated as controls  in the accent identification task and the lexico-grammatical test.

The average  age o f  a n iv a l  o f  the sam ple  was 28.6 years, (Range 39) and the average age o f  

the sam ple  at the tim e o f  testing was 41.1 years, (Range 35).

In o rder to take part in this study it was necessary for participants to have acquired 

French to a very high degree, i.e. to be a near-native speaker. It was essential that 

participants pass occas iona lly  for a native speaker o f  French. Each participant w ho  took 

part in the study c la im ed to pass for a native speaker on a regular basis. As already stated 

the study relied upon the personal tes tim ony o f  the participants in order to determ ine 

w hether they passed  for native  speakers o r  not. For one participant in particular, Fleniy, it 

em erged  that his unders tand ing  o f  the term passing  for a native speaker was som ew hat 

Hawed as his interlocutors m istook him for a native French speaker not because o f  his high 

level o f  French, but because  o f  the fact that he w as  in the com pany o f  native French 

speakers. It was felt that the inclusion o f  Henry as a participant w ould be useful in that it 

h ighlighted the im portance  o f  certain factors such as intention to reside in France and 

opportunities for consis ten t contact with native French speakers in L2 attainment. Henry 

was looking forward to leaving France at the time o f  inter\ icw and had little contact with 

native French speakers.
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T he m ajority  o f  partic ipants  com ple ted  the initial test on line  and then took part in an 

interview during  one o f  tw o separate visits to Paris. The  first visit took place in M ay  2006, 

the second  in M arch  2007

Prior  to the first visit, som e suitable subjects were identified through contact with  

the U niversity  o f  London  in Paris. The  initial in tention was to ask  students enrolled  in the 

h ighly com petit ive  French/English  D ip lom a in T ranslation  to participate in the study. 

However, hav ing  seen the test, the course  convenor  suggested that it m ight be too  difficult 

fcr s tudents and that it w ould  be m ore  appropriate  to ask lecturers to participate. Tw o 

m em bers  o f  s ta f f  from the university  were w illing to take part in the study and  a further 

three participants were found through an advertisem ent in a French/l:nglish  m agazine 

(FU SA C , France-U SA  Contacts). All five participants had been resident in France f o r a  

m in im um  o f  5 years and were interviewed in M ay 2006 over a period o f  three days. Each 

interview lasted approxim ate ly  one hour. In M arch 2007, a further fifteen partic ipants  were  

recruited by m eans  o f  an advertisem ent placed in an online m agaz ine  aim ed at expatriate 

English speakers now  resident in France. Again, all participants com pleted  the online test 

before being  interviewed in Paris over a five-day period. In o rder  to entice people  to take 

part in this study, a free lunch was offered after the interview.
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3.6.1 Participants: Group One

Olwen:

The first candidate  was Olwen, a tutor in U LIP  w ho arrived in France in 1974 with 

her French husband , with Httle or no French. A t that tim e, she spoke English w ith  her 

French husband, w ho  is a fluent English speaker. She had studied French up until G C S E  

level in England  but had not enjoyed it and found it particularly  boring, as the course  w as 

very much g ram m atica l ly  based with very little em phasis  on spoken French or lis tening 

com prehension. F rance w as not her first place o f  residence on leaving England; she spent a 

year in Turkey  after she got married, where she acquired  basic Turkish. O n arriving in 

Francc she in imediateiy  registered in the third year o f a  C A PE S (Certificat d ’Aplitude  au 

Professorat de I 'E nse igm ent du Second Degre) course  in Cretcil. th inking that, as she had 

qualified as a teacher in the UK, this w ould provide her with the necessary qualiilcation  to 

teach English in France. H owever, the course conten t had little English in it and was 

extrem ely difficult, which proved d iscouraging for O lw en and she dropped  out after on ly  6 

months. This experience  was a b low  to her confidence  as a French speaker; from which she 

never really seem ed to recover. She lacked confidence in certain areas o f  French 

m oiphosyntax , notably  the subjunctive mode. She was also aw are  o f  her English accent; 

this m eans that she rarely passed for a native speaker, even in relaxed situations. She had an 

excellent receptive know ledge  o f  French, and had little difficulty identifying French 

regional accents

This candidate  reported em ploying  few language learning strategies th roughou t her 

residence in France. She did not keep a language journa l  and she was uncertain o f  som e o f  

the more difficult e lem ents  o f  French gram m atical structure. She did. how ever, a ttem pt to 

use new constructions and vocabulary as she heard them  and did not mind being ridiculed 

in the process.
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O lw en had a lot o f  contact w ith  na tive  French speakers. Both her grow n-up  children 

were bilingual and their household  w as  a bil ingual one. She spoke French daily  and 

encountered a variety o f  registers. H ow ever ,  because  she w orked  in the British Institute 

and taught in English  every  day, she still considered  English her  stronger language and 

when she spoke French  her  English accen t  w as quite pronounced. She had noticed a 

considerable deterioration in her English  vocabulary . This did not affect her  w ork  as such, 

but she found that, for everyday  objects, the F rench  w ord cam e m ore  quickly. A lthough 

she did not m ind  being  identified as an English  speaker, she felt it was im portan t not to be 

mistaken for a tourist. She p lanned  to  retire in 2008 to the South-W est o f  F rance where  she 

had bought a cottage with a large garden. As O lw en  liad lived in I 'rance far longer than in 

the UK, she i'elt very at hom e there and planned to stay for good

Kenneth:

The second subject Kenneth, a lecturer in the university , had been resident in France 

for 40 years and cam e to France from Britain in the late sixties after a year  living in 

Moscow. Russian was K en n e th ’s third language and he still took an interest in Russia, 

particularly Russian  politics. He started learning French from the age o f  13. A young 

enthusiastic teacher at his public  school had a very  positive influence on him , especially  as 

the teachcr felt it was im portant to educate  the pupils in all aspects  o f  popu lar  French 

culture and in particular  French pop music. Kenneth  stated in his interview that this teacher 

made the French language com e alive to the class and thus triggered his long interest in the 

language. He went on to s tudy for a B.A. in French and Russian and, hav ing  spent the year 

following his degree in Russia, he arrived in F rance aged 23 and has rem ained  ever since.



Kenneth studied both English g ram m ar and L atin  at secondary school, both  o f  

which, he maintained, contributed  to a general l inguistic  aw areness. He enjoyed using som e 

o f  the more arcane French gram m atical structures such  as the past subjunctive and passed 

for a native speaker frequently . He took pride in speak ing  French as well as he spoke 

English, i.e. w ith  very few  hesitations and virtually  no  conversa tion  markers. This was 

deliberate on his part; he felt that to speak well in F rench  it w as necessary to e lim inate  

“ signs o f  linguistic w eakness” . He read only non-fic tion  in both English and French. He felt 

that this was an important help to him  to avoid  “d i the r ing” and to remain in the sam e quite 

formal register in both languages at all times. He adm itted  that he was m ore expansive  in 

French and more gestural, but his identity as an Eng lishm an  remained vei^  important to 

him.

Kenneth m ade a conscious effort to retain his English  vocabulary and regular 

contact with native English speakers was m ade possib le  th rough  his jo b  at ULIP (he 

returned only once a year to England). He estim ated tha t  he had roughly equal am ounts  o f  

contact with French and English speakers. He w as m a n  ied to a French w om an  and had one 

son; the language spoken at hom e was French. He en joyed  taking the written test and in 

particular the com pletion o f  the proverbs.

This candidate  adm itted  that he was happy  to be  “an Englishm an abroad” but 

passing for a native French speaker provided a source o f  m uch  personal satisfaction. He 

admitted that his standard o f  French was intrinsically connec ted  to his self-esteem, 

(particularly as a lecturer in French). Kenneth felt that there w as only one area in which  he 

would rather not be identified as English and that was politics. He did not support Tony 

Blair (at the time) and like m any French people  was opp o sed  to the war in Iraq. In this 

regard, he preferred to be identified as French.



M arianne:

Marianne, the third candidate was a final year PhD student in comparative early 

French and German literature (she is now a lecturer in La Sorbonne, Paris). She had been 

resident in France for 9 years at the time o f  interview and had arrived in France at the age 

o f  22, shortly after graduating with a B.A. in French and Gernian. Like Kenneth, the second 

participant, she had an excellent French teacher at secondary school that she found very 

inspiring. She mentioned that this teacher used somewhat unconventional methods to 

motivate and capture the imagination o f  his pupils, such as translating strange sentences 

from one language to another. This obviously left a strong impression on Marianne as she 

could still remember quite a few o f  the sentences in question. She attended no I'rench 

classes on arrival in France. She did not feel the need as at that stage she had met her 

current (French) partner and was speaking in French almost all o f  the time.

She employed a number o f  linguistic strategies such as taking risks by regularly 

inserting new words into her vocabulary and by using unfamiliar idiomatic structures. She 

coiTected any (infrequent) mistakes that she made and, although she once minded being 

laughed at when she made a mistake, she felt at the time o f  interview that it was no longer 

an issue. Unlike the previously discussed participants, Marianne had little opportunity to 

speak English and felt her native language had atrophied as a result. She felt that French 

had become her stronger language.

Unlike the previously discussed candidates, Marianne passed for a native speaker 

most o f  the time and if  she revealed her British identity her interlocutor was invariably 

surprised that she was not French. 1 say //'rather than when here, as Marianne admitted that 

she rarely bothered to reveal her nationality and preferred to be mistaken for a French 

national more often than not. She felt more French than English and admitted that she had 

no roots to speak o f  in the UK and returned rarely. O f  all the candidates, Marianne had the



least affinity with her native country. She led her  life, (unlike the U LIP subjects) alm ost 

entire ly  through French. She lam ented  the fact that she was unable  to vote in France, as she 

had strong views on French politics and was very scornful o f  British participation in the 

w ar  in Iraq. In situations such as this, she was quite  happy to be m istaken for a French 

national.

Unlike M aurice and O lw en , passing  for a native  speaker w as very im portant to 

M arianne. She gave this question  a 5, im plying that it w as ex trem ely  important to her to 

pass for a native speaker. H er French was at such a high level (she had written her PhD 

thesis in French) that she did not feel it was necessary to im prove it constantly  and this high 

level was intrinsically connected  to her self-esteem. She planned to remain in France and 

did not envisage ever re turning for good to the UK.

Maurice:

The fourth candidate  w as M aurice, who, like the previously  described subjects had 

been resident in France longer than in the UK. He arrived in France in 1979, after spending 

3 years in Japan. His experience  in Japan was very successful and he learned the Japanese 

language quickly. His Japanese  becam e very fluent and he found a good jo b  as a translator. 

He decided to m ove to France, but his linguistic experience in France was not as positive. 

He arrived with a sm attering o f  French and he enrolled  in a num ber  o f  French classes with 

v a i l in g  degrees o f  success. He felt that the classes were too concentrated  on g ram m ar and 

not enough on oral p roduction, a lthough they provided him with enough French to get by. 

Maurice, like Olwen, w as a qualified English teacher. He was teaching in a w ell-know n 

private language school in Paris at the time o f  interview. He was very linguistically aw'are, 

however, he spoke m ore  English than French on a day - to -  day basis and spoke Japanese 

at hom e with his wife.



Unlike the previous three candidates, he w as not m arried  to a French  national. He 

em ployed no linguistic  s trategies w hatsoever;  he did not try to imitate speakers he adm ired, 

hs did not a ttem pt to insert new  structures into his everyday speech and did  not seem  to be 

too concerned  about the small but im portant gram m atical errors that peppered  his French.

He m aintained, how ever,  that he disliked to be ridiculed w hen  he m ade a m istake  in French. 

In spite  o f  27 years in France, he still m ade  frequent m istakes in French and  in particu lar  in 

his choice  o f  gender. He adm itted  to passing as a native speaker rarely and this w as due not 

to his English  accent bu t to the small gram m atical errors, he  m ade w hile  speaking. Judging  

from his test results, how ever,  these  errors did not interfere with his receptive know ledge  o f  

Irench.

This participant was settled in I’rance and planned to live the rest o f  his life there.

He thought o f  h im se lf  as ne ither  French nor British and returned rarely to G reat Britain. 

Lnlike Kenneth, his British identity was un im portant to him. Speaking French well was 

important to him both personally  and professionally . M aurice  m ade an effort to expand  his 

French vocabulary  by listening to French radio and reading books in French. A lthough  he 

only occasionally  passed for a native speaker, passing for a native speaker was, 

nonetheless, o f  som e im portance  to him and connected  to his self-esteem.

Freva:

T he fifth and tm al cand ida te  in this g roup was Freya; she had been resident in 

France for 5 years. U nlike the prev ious candidate, she was not involved in academ ia  in any 

way and was a housew ife  m arried  to an A m erican  businessm an in Paris. She had studied 

F'rench at secondary  school and it was for her, a positive experience. H er  teacher w as a 

native French speaker and placed m uch em phasis  on speaking  in the c lassroom  and 

p 'onuncia tion . Freya w en t on to train as a bilingual secretary and did a w ork  p lacem ent in
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Paris where she met her husband. They did not remain in France for very long and Freya 

spent the next 20 years living in the USA. In 2001, her husband was transferred to Paris 

and they have been living there ever since.

She studied English grammar at school and she felt this made her more aware o f  the 

underlying structure o f  French but she was not sure if it actually facilitated her acquisition 

o f  the language. She had regular contact with English speakers and felt that her standard o f  

English had remained the same, although she sometimes searched for words in English.

Upon arrival in France, Freya enrolled at the Alliance Fran9aise, where she studied 

French for two hours twice a week for two years. She felt this was enonnously helpful and 

did much to improve her standard o f  French. At this time she was much more aware o f  

employing language learning strategies, such as inserting new vocabulary into her everyday 

speech, correcting her own errors or imitating French speakers she admired, (her teachers at 

the Alliance). She felt that she was a risk taker and even at the time o f  interview felt that 

she was constantly attempting to improve her standard o f  French.

For Freya, English was the predominant language o f  her life; English was the 

language spoken in the home and many o f  her friends were Americans living in Paris.

When she anived in Paris in 2001, it was difficult to find the opportunity to speak French 

other than in casual encounters with shopkeepers, hairdressers etc. Through the American 

church in Paris she gradually made a number o f  French friends and today estimates that she 

speaks about 40% French and 60% English. She admitted to passing for a native French 

speaker only occasionally and only when in the company o f  her French friends. She had 

never managed to a pass as a native French speaker when in the company o f  her husband, 

who had a pronounced American accent and spoke just enough French to get by. Being 

corrected by French speakers was not a problem t'or Freya although it happened rarely.



Unlike the other participants, Freya did not intend to settle down perm anently in 

France. A lthough she had travelled extensively with her husband, she felt English and when 

speaking in English had a pronounced regional accent (she was from Leeds originally). 

O ther candidates, when speaking in English had no regional accent to speak o f  She could 

not think o f  a single situation where she w ould be happy to identify herself as French and 

returned to visit her family regularly.

As she worked part-tim e as an English teacher in a local bilingual primary 

school, speaking French was not necessary to Freya for professional reasons. Her desire to 

pass for a native French speaker was for personal reasons. For Freya, it was the ultimate 

acliicvcmenl in language learning. Altiioiigh she ranked passing as a native speaker witii a 

5 (very important), she did not feel it was strongly connected to her self-esteem  and 

certainly did not take it as seriously as the previous participant, M arianne. Freya also 

speaks Italian,-a language she started learning three years ago, encouraged by her progress 

in French. She found it quite easy to learn, there being many sim ilarities between the two 

languages.

Below is a sum m ary o f  the principle biological/experiential variables o f  the participants in 

Group I



Table 3.1 Participants (Group 1)

Summary of biological/experiential variables

N am e A ge  at Testing A ge o f  O nset French Partner Other

Lang.

O lw en 60 26 Yes Turkish

Kenneth 63 23 Yes Russian

M arianne 31 22 Yes G erm an

M aurice 53 25 No .lapanese

Freya 51 45 No Italian

3.6.2 Participants (Group 2)

The next group o f  participants responded to an advertisem ent placed in an Internet 

m agazine  called Franglo .com  specifically  a im ed at English speakers resident in France. The 

advertisem ent ran for three months, which m eant that fifteen partic ipants  were found, the 

largest group so far in the study. The advertisem ent called for native English speakers, 

resident in France w ho could, on occasion pass for a native French speaker. A pprox im ate ly  

fifty people  responded to the advertisem ent and out o f  those fifty, fifteen participants were 

recruited. T he  rem ain ing  thirty-five applicants  did not m ake suitable partic ipants  for a 

num ber  o f  reasons. Som e lost interest in the s tudy and m ade no further contact after the 

initial response. Others found the test too difficult and did not a ttem pt it. Still others were 

unsuitable  because they had com m enced  learning before the age o f  1 I, which  was the cut

o f f  point for the study. The final fifteen m ade for good participants in that they fitted the



necessary requirem ents  for the study. Each one w as willing to give up free tim e to be 

interviewed for the purpose  o f  the study.

Morgan:

T he first partic ipant was M organ, an Irish national w ho had been  resident in F rance  

for six years. M organ  w as the youngest partic ipant at age 28. He had started learning 

French at the age o f  15 and only  studied it for three years at school. He liked French and 

w as good at it, leaving school with a grade C l  in H igher Level French. He felt he w as lucky 

at school as there w as one teacher in particu lar  w ho  encouraged  his class to speak in French 

as much as possible, sparking in M organ a curiosity  and interest in the language. He 

becam e involved in the European Experience p rogram m e on leaving school. This 

p rogram m e encourages young school leavers to learn a foreign language by offering them 

an immersion p rogram m e in the European country  o f  their choice. M organ chose Francc 

and spent 5 m onths in Lyon living with a French family and going  to intensive French 

lessons every day for 25 hours each week. He subsequently  returned to Ireland and used 

his know ledge o f  French to get a jo b  in a call centre  in Ireland before re turn ing  to France in 

2001 to work on the launch o f  the French edition o f  a martial arts magazine.

Like most Irish people, M organ learned Irish at school and he felt that this was vciy 

helpful in learning French. He said that learning Irish m ade him  aw are  o f  the fact that there 

w'ere different w ays o f  com m unicating , and because  he found it quite easy; it gave him 

confidence to learn o ther  languages such as French and G erm an. He learned G erm an first 

from age 12 to 15 but abandoned  it com plete ly  once  he started learning French. He still 

spoke som e G erm an and did not ilnd that it interfered with French or vice-versa.

M organ said that he could  go days w ithout speaking any English at all and relied on 

emails and other correspondence to practise his English. He spoke French at hom e and 

most o f  his friends were French speaking. He passed regularly  for a native French speaker,
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which he said, w as unim portan t to him. He m ain ta ined  that his s tandard o f  French was 

connected  to his self-esteem  and he m ade a constan t effort to im prove his French 

particularly through reading French literature. He cla im ed that he did not find the written 

test very difficult but did not com ple te  the proverbs. H ow ever, he  m ade no  m istakes  on  the 

g ram m ar sections. In spite o f  being very involved in French life, be ing  Irish w as very 

important to h im  and he could  think o f  absolutely  no situation w here  he w o u ld  deny his 

Irish identity. He w as very  proud o f  being Irish and socialised with a n um ber  o f  Irish 

friends living in Paris. M organ, how ever, had ju s t  been prom oted  in his jo b  and had been 

asked to m ove to San Francisco in 2008 to be editor o f  an A m erican  martial arts magazine.

1 Ic did not think he w ould  be returning to France in the near future.

Jane:

The next successful candidate  was Jane. She arrived in France in the seventies and 

had been resident there for 2K years. She cam e to France because her British husband was 

offered an exciting jo b  opportunity  in Paris and she was offered the jo b  o f  Public Relations 

Officer with Laura A shley France at the sam e time. Her h u sb an d ’s com pany  offered the 

couple intensive French lessons o f  5 hours a day, 5 days a w eek  for 4 w eeks prior to their 

departure  as well as 3 hours o f  French lessons per week once they arrived. Jane felt these 

were absolutely  essential, particularly as ne ither  she nor her husband had had good 

experiences o f  French  lessons at school and as a result had forgotten practically  everything 

they had been taught.

Jane had been on holiday m any times to France with her family as a child and had 

som e idea o f  what to expect on arrival. A boyfriend had kindled her interest in France and 

French culture by lending her a record by Serge Reggiani; a popular Franco-lta lian  

musician who had put the poetry o f  Boris Vian to song. She said that at the tim e this music 

completely  transported her and that she had a very rom antic  ideal o f  French life.



Jane passed regularly  for a native speaker. T he  classes she attended at Berlitz  were 

concentrated on oral p roduction, so, a lthough she w as  confident about her spoken French, 

she was less sure o f  her  standard o f  written French. She worked part-tim e for a public 

re litions firm and w as often  required  to write  press  releases in French. She regularly  asked  

a French colleague to check  her w ork  for m istakes. She started w ork ing  part- t im e w hen  her 

two daughters w ere  b o m  and got involved w ith  a g roup know n as the M o th e rs ’ Support 

Group (or M essage) in Paris. This w as the m ain  w ay  that Jane m ade contac t with people; 

prior to that, the m ajority  o f  her contacts  w ere  casual encounters in shops etc. It w as  only 

when her two daughters  began to a ttend the local p r im ary  school that Jane  becam e more 

iinolved in the local French com m unity . She lived in Saint Germ ain-en-Laye, a suburb  to 

the west o f  Paris. At the time o f  interview she socialised with a variety o f  nationalities.

She admitted however, that she had no close French female friends and w as relieved to 

discover that this was the case for all o f  the w o m en  interviewed.

A lthough English was the language spoken  at hom e, J a n e ’s two daughters grew  up 

bil ngually  as they attended local French p rim ary  and secondaiy  schools. In spite o f  this, 

however, the two girls decided to go to university  in the U.K. As a result, Jane was unable 

to say if  she w ould  continue  to reside in France, as she w ould  like to be close to her 

daughters. She w as p roud  o f  be ing  British and passing for a native speaker was not very 

important to her. However, Jane said that she loved to be m istaken for a French w om an  

because o f  how she dressed. She loved French fashion and was delighted to be m istaken for 

a french w om an  when she returned to the U.K. Jane  did quite  well on the written test but 

fo ind  the idiomatic section at the beginning  very difficult.

Cassie:

Cassie  was the next participant, an A m erican  by birth; she has been resident in 

I-rtnce for 33 years. Her m other and aunt w ere  keen French learners and w ere  great
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aficionados o f  the French cinema; they inspired C assie with an interest in French from a 

young age. Although she had learned French at school in California, she did not enjoy it 

and found it quite boring. One teacher sparked her interest in French; unfortunately, he left 

her school after only one year but Cassie was left with a lasting curiosity for the French 

language and culture. W hen she arrived in France in 1974, she quickly realised that her 

high school French w as not sufficient. It was im possible to get by in Paris without speaking  

French and she attended intensive classes at the A lliance Fran9aise for one month, w hich  

provided her with enough o f  the French language to com m unicate on a daily basis.

C assie w as determined to embrace French life and she tried to speak as much  

French as possible, avoiding F'nglish speakers where possible. Initially, she found it 

difficult to interact with French speakers but as her French improved, she made som e  

friends and soon met her husband, a Frenchman. For C assie, being in Paris was a huge 

culture shock, but she liked many things about the French way o f  life and was determined 

to blend in. Fler husband’s career meant that they m oved house seventeen times in thirty 

years. As a result, she did not raise their three children bilingually, she felt that it w as 

difficult enough for them to blend in with the constant upheavals and felt that it w ould be 

easier for them if  they were monolingual (French only)

At the time o f  interview, C assie was a fluent French speaker and w as regularly 

mistaken for a native French speaker. Although her American identity was important to 

her, she rarely returned to the USA and had little contact with her family there. She felt at 

hom e in France and spoke much more French than English. She no longer felt the need to 

avoid fellow  Am ericans (as she had done on arriving in Paris) and was involved in many 

Franco/American societies around Paris. In fact, she attended a philosophy cafe regularly 

where she confidently took the microphone and gave her point o f  v iew  in French. She was 

rarely identified as an American.
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Cassie attempted to leam a num ber o f  languages o ther  than French but w as never 

successful. She put this failure dow n to the fact that these  languages were  never essential to 

her and she only attem pted  to leam  them for fiin. C assie  believed she w as profic ient in 

French because she em braced  French life so com ple te ly  and left her A m erican  life behind  

to a large degree. She enjoyed  taking the written test and in particular the idiomatic 

sections.

Siobhan:

Siobhan was the second Irish national living in France to take part in the study. She 

lived in N orm andy and was married to a veterinary surgeon. They had two bilingual 

daughters; Ellen and Kate, who were very proud to be ha lf  Irish. S iobhan arrived in France 

in 1993 and had secondary  school level French; she gave he rse lf  a 4/10 ( 1-weak, iO-nuent) 

for her standard o f  French on arrival. She m et her Belgian husband  in Ireland and as he 

spoke good English, she did not need to leam to speak French well until they m oved  to 

France. She attended only three French classes in N orm andy , (which she did not find 

helpful at all), and then relied on family and friends to im prove her standard o f  French.

Siobhan did not particularly enjoy learning French at school, a lthough there was one 

teacher, w ho inspired her with a love o f  French food and m usic  in her second year. A s a 

teenager, she babysat for a local French couple  and they  gave  S iobhan a taste for the French 

w ay o f  life from a young age.

People w h o ’ve had a m ajor impact on m y life loved France and 

French and 1 really d o n ’t believe that i t ’s a coincidence  that 1 

arrived h e re . . .(Siobhan, 2007)



At school, S iobhan enjoyed  learning Irish and she believes that this m ight have been o f  

som e  benefit to her w hen  learning French. At the tim e o f  interview, she felt com plete ly  at 

h om e  in France and in tended  to live there for the rest o f  her life. She still had strong 

connections w ith  Ire land and m ain ta ined  contact with her large family, a lthough she did not 

return as often  as she w ould  have liked.

T hree  years ago, S iobhan  set up a cookery  school on the family fann  and classes 

w ere  a im ed  principally  at v isiting English, Irish and A m erican  tourists. All c lasses were  

given th rough English  and this proved to be a challenge as her  standard o f  English  had 

deteriorated  over  the years. She adm itted  that there were  som e French words that she was 

unable  to translate into English. She also passed for a native French speaker frequently.

She prefeiTed, how ever,  not to let the pretence last for very long because she liked to m ake 

it clear early in the conversa tion  that she was Irish. S iobhan enjoyed taking the written test 

and did not find it difficult.

Keel in:

A nother  Irish candidate  was Keelin, an Irish national resident in Paris for the last 20 

years. Like Siobhan , she could pass for a native French speaker unless she specifically  

referred to her Irish origins. W hen she travelled outside o f  Paris, she passed for a Parisian 

as she had a Parisian French accent. However, a lthough Keelin enjoyed passing  for a native 

speaker, she had no desire  to be integrated com pletely  into French society. She chose 

instead to keep a very slight accent, as she did not feel any need to be thought o f  as French. 

This had not a lw ays been the case. W hen she was younger, passing for a native speaker was 

very im portant to Keelin and s trongly  connected  to her self-esteem. At the time o f  

interview, she preferred to m ake it clear that she w as Irish at an early stage in all social 

exchanges.
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In the early days, passing as French mattered and made me feel 

like I ’d succeeded and fit in. Now it doesn’ t matter- I ’m 

Parisian, like the hundreds o f thousands o f other non-French 

Parisians who call this home. There are accents everywhere, in 

differing degrees. (Keelin 2007)

Keelin worked as a journalist for a large American television network and spoke only 

English at work. On leaving school and wanting to work as a foreign correspondent,

Keelin enrolled at the Alliance Francaise in Dublin and later in Paris. She attended part- 

time French language courses for four years. She regularly employed a number o f 

strategies to continually improve her French such as asking French speakers why they 

might use a particular grammatical stincture as well as correcting her own mistakes. She 

considered herself a risk-taker and did not mind when others corrected or mocked her 

(infrequent) mistakes. Keelin also had a working knowledge o f a number o f other 

languages such as Spanish, Italian and German and Irish.

Keelin did not have a particular attachment to France; however, it provided a good mix o f 

professional and personal opportunities. She maintained that should the “ right”  situation 

present itself, she would be happy to leave and settle elsewhere.

Clara:

Clara was the fourth Irish candidate to respond to the advertisement. A resident o f 

Paris since 1991, she came to France on graduating from University College Dublin with a 

B.A. in French and Italian and was awarded second-class honours. She asserts that she 

never intended to remain in France for veiy long but she met her husband, a Frenchman, 

shortly after she arrived and they reside in Bourg La Reine, a suburb south o f Paris. They 

had a three-year old daughter who was being raised bilingually using the traditional method 

o f one parent, one language. The language spoken in the home was French.
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Clara was a very enthusiastic learner o f  French at the beginning. She made a conscious 

effort to improve her French from the start and attempted to incorporate new vocabulary 

into her spoken French. She read books and magazines in French and listened carefully to 

the way people spoke around her.

I noticed that certain people sounded a lot better when they 

spoke French than 1 did. I remember one guy in particular, in 

my first job  and I thought he had brilliant French and I started 

to imitate his style. Fie used a lot o f  adverbs like carrement or 

evidemment, and 1 started using those words too. (Clara 2007)

However, in spite o f  having a degree in French, Clara felt that her spoken French was poor 

when she arrived in France and only gave herself a 4/10 for fluency. She felt shy and spent 

most o f  the first three months o f  her stay listening rather than speaking.

It was only when 1 met Gilles that 1 started to really talk in 

French. He spoke really clearly and 1 found it very easy to 

talk to him. It made me realise that my French w asn’t as 

bad as 1 thought. (Clara, 2007)

Clara enrolled at the Sorbonne University five years ago, where she obtained the 

CAPES, the degree necessary to become a secondary school teacher in France.

She was working at the time o f  interview as an English teacher in a private school 

in the seventeenth arrondissement o f  Paris. She felt that her French would be better 

if  she did not use so much English at her work. Although she spoke French with 

her colleagues and her family-in-law, she socialised mainly with other English 

speakers. As a result, her accent was recognisably English. Clara admitted that 

passing for a native speaker was unimportant to her and was definitely not 

connected to her self-esteem. She was happy for French people to know she was
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Irish and usua lly  m ade  it clear from  the outset that she w as not French w hen she 

m et som eone  for the first time. I f  she passed for a native speaker, it was with 

shopkeepers  o r  o ther  people  working  in the service industry, and then, only during 

b r ie f  exchanges.

T h is  partic ipan t w as unable  to say i f  she w ould  settle dow n for good in 

Paris. She though t life was stressful in Paris and w o u ld  ideally have liked to m ove 

h o m e to C o u n ty  M eath  in Ireland but realised that her husband, a m arketing 

p rofessional,  w o u ld  not be able to find as good a jo b  there  as the one he had in 

France. C lara  re turned ho m e to her large Irish family frequently  (up to six t im es a 

year) and had s trong links to Ireland still. Like other Irish participants, Clara had 

learned Irish at school but she did not feel it really helped her learn French. She 

did not en joy  learning Irish and did not feel she was particularly  good at it. She 

also spoke Italian, how ever,  she was inclined to confuse vocabulary  from French 

when  she spoke  Italian as French was her  stronger language.

Orla:

Orla, the fifth Irish participant cam e to the study through Clara, a friend, 

with w h o m  she w ent to university. Orla studied French and English literature at 

univers ity  in Dublin and m et her current partner (an Englishm an); during an 

E rasm us year, w hich  she spent w ork ing  as a language assistant at the University  o f  

Rouen. He too, w as w ork ing  in the English departm ent as a language assistant. 

Unlike C lara , she felt very m uch at hom e in France and returned only once a year 

to Ireland. She had tw o daughters aged six and four who are bilingual a lthough 

English  is the language spoken in the home. The girls attended a local French 

p r im ary  school.
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O rla  enjoyed French at school and found it quite easy. She had a good ear for the 

language because  o f  spending  a num ber o f  sum m ers  in Cassis where  her older sister 

w orked  for five years. These  holidays, together with her Erasm us year  in Rouen, meant 

that Orla had  a good idea o f  w hat to expect before arriving in France. Unlike m any o f  the 

o ther partic ipants , she had no rom antic  ideals o f  F rance or  its inhabitants before arrival.

That is not to say, how ever, that she does not have a good deal o f  affection for France. She 

felt settled there and planned  to spend the foreseeable  future in Paris.

O rla  w as d e tenn ined  “to fit in” as she puts it from her arrival in France  in 2001.

She attended private one-to-one French lessons (four hours a week) for one year and she 

m ade a consis ten t effort to m imic the pronunciation o f  her French peers. She w'as working 

at the time o f  interview as a bilingual personal assistant for a large phannaceu tica l com pany  

outside Paris. She spoke mostly  French at w ork and prided herse lf  on rarely being 

identified as a non-native French speaker. She liked to use constructions which she felt are 

“very F rench” such as, “Ca se voit” , ( I t’s obvious). Unlike many o f  her co llege peers w ho 

arrived in France at the sam e time as Orla, she m ade a conscious effort not to use French 

s lang words.

1 suppose 1 ju s t  w anted to sound sophisticated, 1 d id n 't  w ant to 

sound like a French teenager, 1 w anted to sound older. D o n ’t 

get me wrong, 1 understand  m ost French slang w ords, 1 need to, 

to understand m y kids. 1 just  prefer not to use them. 1 hate 

hearing French people  using slang or sw ear words when they 

speak in English, 1 think it sounds aw'ful. I definitely d o n ’t 

want to sound like that! (Orla , 2007)

For Orla, passing as a native speaker was very important. Mer partner, a translator, 

was bilingual and as a couple, they regularly  passed I'or native speakers. Unlike Clara, she
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was less inc lined  to reveal her Irish identity as she enjoyed  being m is taken  for a French 

woman. S he  had  a large group o f  friends with w h o m  she spoke m ostly  in French. H av ing  

two daugh ters  and living in a suburb o f  Paris (St. G enna in -en -L aye)  m ean t that Orla  felt 

she b e longed  to  a p roper  com m unity  and knew  m any  o f  her neighbours  because  o f  hav ing  

children at a local school. A lthough this area is popu lar  am ong  English  ex-patrio ts , the 

majority o f  O r la ’s friends were  French.

O rla  felt that her  standard o f  French w as definitely linked to her  self-esteem . It w as 

important to h e r  on both a personal and professional level. She still w an ted  to im prove  her 

standard o f  French  and adm itted  that passing for a native speaker w as im portan t to her. She 

gave this question  a 5/5. ( I - irre levant—>5-exlremely important).

Heiirv:

T he next partic ipant was Henry, an English national living in France for 18 months. 

Henry w as  headhun ted  by a French software deve lopm ent com pany  and thus cam e to Paris 

for professional reasons. He studied French to G C S E  level but abandoned  it at the age  o f  16 

in favour o f  m athem atica l subjects. He adm its  that he was occasionally  m istaken  for a 

native French speaker  m ore  because he was in the com pany  o f  French speakers than for his 

native-like g rasp  o f  the language.

H enry  lived, like Orla, in Sain t.G em ia in -en-L aye , a suburb to the west o f  Paris with 

his A ustra lian  w ife , Kate. Kate arrived in France with no French at all. She relied on 

Henry to transla te  and com m u n ica te  for the m ost part. She was unhappy  there  and w as 

looking fo rw ard  to the day  that H en ry ’s contract finished, (January  2009). The fact that his 

wife was u n h ap p y  m eant that H en ry ’s experience  in France was not as positive as it m ight 

have been. He rarely socialised  with his colleagues, preferring to go h o m e  directly  after 

work and so  had little opportunity  to improve his French. In his com pany ,  the spoken 

language w as  English, as there were a num ber  o fd i f fe re n t  nationalities w ork ing  there.



Henry tried to improve his French through reading and read an article from the 

newspaper “Le Figaro” every day. If  he was at lunch with some French colleagues, he 

listened carefully to the way they spoke and tried to remember some o f  the expressions they 

used. One o f  his favourite French expressions at the time o f  interview was (^a y  est, (That’s 

all). He was aware that he was probably a little bit lazy when it came to learning French, as 

he knew he was in France for a fixed period o f  time only. He planned to move to Western 

Australia once his contract tenninated in 2009. For Henry passing for a native speaker was 

not important, (he gave it a 1/5- irrelevant) and his standard of French was not connected to 

his self-esteem.

Kvi ic :

Kylie was the next participant; a South-African woman aged 34, resident in Paris 

since 2001. Kylie arrived in Paris after meeting and marrying her French husband in Cape 

Town. She had never been to France before and had not learned French at school. She 

spoke only English to her husband and had never heard him speak French until they anived 

in Paris six months after their wedding. They went on to have a daughter together but 

unfortunately, the marriage did not last and they were divorced within a year o f  moving to 

Paris.

Kylie decided not to return to South Africa as she did not want to deprive her 

husband’s family o f  their only grandchild and she also felt she could offer her daughter a 

better life in France. Kylie had also taken French citizenship. At the time o f  interview she 

was making a consistent effort to improve her French. She was keeping a language journal 

and was trying to learn at least three new words every day. She felt it was essential to learn 

the language well so that she could understand her daughter, who, at the age o f  five, was 

not bilingual, despite K ylie’s best efforts. Her daughter preferred to speak the language her
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friends spoke, which was French and so her French was much stronger than her English and 

she enjoyed correcting her m other’s French mistakes.

Kylie w orked in Eurodisney where she she spoke more English than French. She 

socialised rarely, as she preferred to spend her free tim e with her daughter or her ex- 

husband’s family, with whom  she had a good relationship. I f  she was m istaken for a native 

French speaker, it was usually by tourists at her work and rarely by French people. She 

plarmed to rem ain in France for the near future. She had only returned once to South Africa 

since her arrival in France and did not plan a return trip for some time. She did not have 

strong links to her home country and felt very at hom e in France. H er accent, however, 

when she spoke in English was definitely South-.African and there was a strong trace o f  this 

sam e accent when she spoke French. She got little opportunity to speak in French; her 

main contact was her family whom she visited twice a week. She felt this was not enough 

and hoped to attend French classes at some stage in the future. A lthough Kylie says that 

her standard o f  French was connected to her self-esteem , passing for a native speaker was 

not important.

Don:

Don was the next participant, a lively sexagenarian from New York; he had been 

living in Paris for the two years. Don was the oldest subject, retired and keen to im prove 

his standard o f  French. He was married to a French wom an whom he met on a Caribbean 

cruise twenty-five years before and they had always spoken in English. Since arriving in 

Paris, Don had made a concerted effort to get to know French people. He was well known 

in the bars and cafes o f  the sixth aiTondissement o f Paris, where he lived with his wife. He 

insisted on alw ays speaking in French even though his interlocutor may have attem pted to 

speak to him in English. Don had an excellent com m and o f French but he did not look 

French. He was extrem ely tall, well-built and looked “A m erican” . He was a m em ber o f  a
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num ber  o f  clubs and societies including “ M essage” , (M others ’ Support Group), like a 

previous participant, Jane.

Although Don learned French at school, he  did not excel in it and preferred 

mathem atical subjects. O n  graduating from school, he  jo ined  his father in the family textile 

f inn  and began to travel extensively around the w orld  selling fabrics. It w as on one 

business trip to Europe that Don visited France for the first time and quickly developed  an 

affection for French culture  and lifestyle. He stayed with the co m p an y ’s French sales 

m anager and so Don w as  able to experience F rench  family life firsthand.

Don kept a language journal where he noted dow n unusual expressions in French 

and their translation in English. Me listened to French radio and found television useful for 

improving his language skills. I le particularly appreciated  any program m es or films with 

sub-titles. He spoke on ly  in English with his wife but they socialised m ostly  with French 

people. His wife also had family in Paris with w hom  they spoke in French. As his wife 

still worked, Don spent m uch  o f  the day practising his French with local shopkeepers or 

waiters. His ambition w as  to pass for a native French speaker at all times and for no one to 

suspect that he was A m erican . He was an avow ed Francophile  and was quite happy to 

relinquish his A m erican heritage in favour o f  French citizenship. He loved the French way 

o f  life and did not see h im se lf  returning to the United States in the future.

Joanne:

-ioanne was the only  Scottish participant in the study. She had been resident in 

France for three years at the time o f  the study and lived alone. She had studied m arketing 

in the University o f  S trathclyde and had taken French as an extra subject. A lthough the 

French she learned at co llege  was very specialised, she nonetheless enjoyed it and did well 

in her fmal exams (overall first class honours). She applied for a num ber o f  jobs  on leaving
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college and w as offered a position with an A m erican  sports equipm ent firm. She w orked  in 

America for a n um ber  o f  years before being transferred to Paris in 2004.

Joanne decided to have private French tuition once she settled dow n in Paris. She 

needed to speak  French fluently for her jo b  and had a one-hour French lesson every  day at 

work. She con tinued  these lessons for six m onths, at which point, her French  w as  strong 

enough for her  to  carry out all her duties confidently . Som e o f  her duties inc luded  w riting  

press re leases and launching  products on the French market, for which a h igh standard  o f  

French w as necessary.

T h is  participant did not keep a language journal.  She gave h e r s e l f a  2 (1 (w eak) -5 

(fluent)) to describe her level o fF re n c h  on a r r i \a l  and w ould now award h e r s e l f a  4. She 

corrected any errors that she m ade and did not mind taking risks with the language in an 

informal setting. It was important to her to speak good French in the w orkp lace  and so she 

rarely practised a new expression or  s tructure at work. She consciously a t tem pted  to 

improve her  French and it was strongly linked with her self-esteem.

Joanne needed to socialise frequently because  o f  her work and the language spoken 

at all times was French. She found this quite stressful at the beginning w hen her  French 

was w eak  and had difficulty following conversations. At the time o f  interview, her 

improved s tandard  o fF re n c h  m eant that she enjoyed these professional ga therings  and liked 

to impress people  with her know ledge o f  the language. Unlike m any o f  the other 

participants, she lived alone and so relied on te levision or  radio to practise French  at hom e. 

She did not speak any language other than French and English but reported be ing  very 

aware o f  the structure o f  the English language.

There  was one particular prim ary school teacher w e  had and 

looking back, she seem ed to have no interest in teaching at all 

and w ould  give us long pages o f  English gram m atical exercises



to do in class. These would sometimes last ha lf  the day. We 

finished six whole books o f  “Composition and Grammar” that 

year. It seemed like a waste o f  time then but I ’m grateful now!

(Joanne, 2007)

Joanne was happy in France but she did not see herself settling down there. With 

her job, she was expected to be highly mobile and could be transferred to another country 

with little notice. As a result, she was reluctant to become too attached to any one place. 

She returned to her family in Helensburgh outside Glasgow approximately twice a year. 

Ivan:

Ivan was the sixth Irish participant in the study. He arrived in France in 2003 for no 

particular reason other than that he had always w'anted to live in Paris. He studied French 

at school and did quite well in his Leaving Certificate, (Grade B at Honours Level). Like 

Joanne, he went on to do a degree in Marketing in Dublin Institute o f  Technology where he 

obtained an honours degree (2 :1). He also studied French for Business at college. He 

worked for many years for an auto-parts firm in Dublin but when he was made redundant in 

2003, he decided to fulfil his lifelong ambition by going to live in Paris.

Ivan was an unusual participant in that despite having difficulties completing the 

written test, he passed for a native speaker on a regular basis. He was one o f  the few 

subjects who appreciated the importance o f  conversation markers such as "'Ben, Bof,

B re f ’’etc and punctuated his conversation with typically French body language. For him 

this was a “cheat’s” way o f  passing for a native speaker. He was capable o f  using more 

difficult French structures such as the Subjunctive Mood but did not really understand them 

well. He used expressions like U fa u t q u e je  m ’eii aille, (I have to go) and w'as able to 

incoiporate the French indirect object pronoun “y” in expressions such a s .J ’y  vais (I’ll go) 

or.y V arrive pas, (I can 't  do it). He made good use o f  the subject pronoun on. and used it
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in place o f the more formal nous. He admitted that he just imitated French people and for 

the most part, he was accepted as a Frenchman. Needless to say, the deception did not last 

long as the gaps in Ivan’s grammar soon became obvious as he spoke. He enjoyed being 

mistaken for a French native speaker and did not reveal his identity unless asked.

This subject says he found it quite difficult to meet French people at the beginning. 

Initially the majority o f his social group were English speakers, but early in 2005 he joined 

an indoor soccer club in the North o f Paris and gradually made French friends by going to 

the local bar with his team after practise. He pointed out that very few o f his team-mates 

were o f Parisian origin.

The lads were really friendly from the start. It took me a while 

to realise that they weren’t from Paris, that they were culchies.

(Ivan, 2007)

Ivan worked for a well-known private language school but he was not ambitious 

and was content to earn enough money to get by. He had a large group of friends o f mixed 

nationality, including French speakers. English was the language spoken at home, as his 

partner was Irish. They had no children. Ivan was not afraid of taking risks and he was not 

afraid o f being ridiculed if he made a mistake. His standard o f French was not connected to 

his self-esteem and he spoke no foreign language other than French. Like many Irish 

nationals, Ivan learned Irish at primary school but although he was Irish, he was bom in 

England and was exempt from studying Irish for the Leaving Certificate. He says it was a 

relief to be able to abandon Irish, as he did not enjoy learning the language at school. 

Although he was happy in Paris, he did not imagine he would settle down for good in Paris. 

He envisaged returning to Ireland at some point in the future.



Polly:

Polly was the last Irish participant to take part in the study. She came to Paris in 

2001 w ith  her partner shortly after graduating w ith  a degree in Commerce from University 

College Cork. Her partner returned home after three years but Polly remained in Paris as 

she had a good jo b  and fe lt at home there. Polly learned French at secondary school and 

enjoyed it. She did well in her Leaving Certificate, (Grade B2) but she only gave herself a 

1/5 fo r fluency on arrival. She struggled w ith  the language at the beginning and found 

everyday encounters in the shops stressful. She also studied Irish at primary and secondary 

school in Ireland but did not enjoy it at all and felt she was not good at it.

Approxim ately six months after she arrived Polly decided to enrol at the A lliance 

I'rangaise and attended classes there for two hours tw ice a week for the next two years. She 

found these classes very helpful and it was refreshing for her to be in a class where 

everybody genuinely wanted to learn. French lessons provided Polly w ith sufficient 

confidence to communicate and eventually get a good job  w ith  Irish Distillers in Paris.

Polly travelled home to Ireland frequently for her job . A t the time o f interview, she felt 

confident enough to give herself a 4/5 for fiuency. She had to socialise frequently w ith 

work colleagues, where the language spoken was French. Mer accent was quite obviously 

English but her French was good enough that people did not automatically answer her back 

in English, which was the case when she firs t arrived. Socialising w ith  French speakers 

provided her w ith  a good opportunity to speak in French as she spoke in English throughout 

much o f  her w orking day.

The m ajority o f P o lly ’ s friends were Irish and in order to make contact w ith French 

speakers outside o f work, she jo ined a ladies’ hockey club in the west o f Paris. She 

practised several times a week and players were o f various nationalities so the language 

spoken was French. Polly tried to speak French as often as possible but it was not always
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easy. She, hke o ther w o m en  in this study, had found it difficult to fo n n  lasting 

rela tionships with French w om en. A s she lived alone, she was reliant on French te lev is ion  

and radio for contact with  the French language in the hom e. Her standard  o f  French  w as  

connected  to her  se lf-esteem  and she rated the im portance  o f  passing for a native speaker  

with a 3/5.

Victor:

The penultim ate  partic ipant in the study w as Victor, an A m erican  stationed in 

Belgium . V ic to r  was b o m  in France to a French m other  and an A m erican  father but 

because  his father was a colonel in the United States A n n y ,  the family m oved to A m erica  

shortly after Victor was born. His m other did not raise him bilinguaily and his first 

encounter  with French w as w hen he w ent to France on holiday at the age o f  10. 1 le had 

only heard his m other  speak in French on the te lephone to her family until that trip and one 

o f  the strangest things for him  was to realise his m other spoke a language that he did not 

understand. He started learning French formally at the age o f  12 and asked his m o th e r  to 

speak with him in French to help him get better grades at school.

Victor enlisted in the United States A rm y on leaving college, (w here  he s tudied 

engineering). I le was posted  all over Europe until 2002 when  he got his final posting  for 

Belgium. He was s tationed there at the time o f  interview, but expected  to m ove to Paris 

early in 2008 w hen  he w ould  retire from military life. His wife was A m erican, so the 

language spoken at hom e w as English. Victor was required to speak in French occasionally  

th roughout the day in his role as com m unity  liaison officer with the U.S. army. H ow ever,  

he had set up a conversation  exchange with several Belgian em ployees on the base in order 

that he and several other French-speaking  co lleagues could  speak som e French on a daily  

basis. He found the Belgian accent and turn o f  phrase quite  different from that o f  his 

Parisian m other but he had becom e accustom ed  to this and gave h im se lf  a 7/10 for fluency.
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This partic ipant found the  initial test quite difficult because his French  production 

skills w ere  stronger than his receptive know ledge. He had particular d ifficulty  with the 

com ple tion  o f  the proverbs. His level o f  French w as not connected  to his self-esteem  and 

he m ain ta ined  that passing  for a native speaker w as irrelevant to him. F or  Victor, speaking 

French had been  only a hobby, but he w as increasingly  aw are that, w ith  a m ove  to Paris 

p lanned  for the near future, he w ould  need  to take it m ore seriously.

Tabitha:

Tabitha was the final participant: an English w om an  living in Paris for tw o years at 

the tim e o f  testing. She w as married to a French m an w hom  she m et in 2001 and with 

whom  she spoke only French. Tabitha loved French at school w here  she also studied Latin 

(which she found helped her learn French) and w ent on to do a B.A. in French language 

and literature at O xford  University , w here  she was awarded first class honours.

She spoke only in French with her husband although she made an effort to speak in 

Fnglish  with her tw o-year old triplets. A lthough  she needed to speak English for her work, 

she also needed to speak French. O uts ide  o f  her  professional environm ent, Tabitha spoke 

mainly in French. She had a large g roup  o f  friends and family with w hom  she spoke only in 

French. She asserted that she rarely m ade m istakes  and passed regularly  for a native 

French speaker.

U nlike the previous two participants, Tabitha  was happy to relinquish her English 

background.

I think there has been part o f  m e  that w anted to ignore m y 

English identity to be m ore French (Tabitha 2007)

A lthough she returned to the United K ingdom  very regularly, it w as for professional 

reasons. She did not have strong links to her family there. She identified h e rse lf  as 

European rather than English necessarily and even after lengthy conversa tions with a
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French speaker, she was invariably asked where in France she was from. In other words, 

she had no discem able English accent.

Tabitha used no particular strategies to im prove her French. She adm itted to finding writing 

letters using a formal French register quite a challenge and copied native French speakers in 

this regard, in her written correspondence, she liked to take risks with new structures and 

changes in register. Fler standard o f  French was strongly linked to her self-esteem  and she 

hated m aking m istakes or being laughed at if  she were m istaken in her choice o f  

vocabulary. O ne area where Tabitha felt very English was in the professional arena. 

A lthough she was accepted as a Frenchwoman from a linguistic standpoint, she felt that her 

approach to business was very difi'erenl from that o f llic French.

Actually it’s becoming more important. The more 1 live in 

France and understand it the more 1 appreciate and define 

certain other elements. E.g. the French approach to business 

which is utterly protocol driven, conservative etc made me 

realise the extent to which I am more open, driven and free 

and informal actually in the business context.

(Tabitha, 2007)

In spite o f  the fact that Tabitha moved to France in 2005 and had only been resident in 

France for two years at the time o f interview, she had been com m unicating with her 

husband since 2001 in French. For this reason, length o f  residence was initially measured 

as two years but the statistical analysis was also carried out on a LOR o f  6 years in order to 

determ ine if  LOR on the whole would be a stronger factor in predicting L2 attainm ent.



Table 3.2 Participants Group 2 

Summary of Biological/Experiential Factors

Name Gender Age Age o f French Other
at Testing Arrival Partner Languages

Morgan Male 28 22 Yes German/Irish

Jane Female 51 23 No None

Kylie Female 34 27 No Afrikaans

Henry Male 29 27 No None

Tabitha Female 33 Yes German

Siobhan Female 39 26 Yes Irish

Cassie Female 58 25 Yes None

Orla Female 38 22 No None

Clara Female 37 21 Yes Italian

Don Male 62 60 Yes None

Ivan Male 35 31 No None

Joanne Female 39 36 No None

Keelin Female 44 24 Yes Various

Victor Male 38 33 No None

Polly Female 27 21 No None



Table 3.3 Summary of Biological/Experiential 

factors of 2 participant groups combined

{n =

G ender

Male 7 

Female

Cert.

20)

O ther A ge  o f  A ge  Length  o f  Level o f
Languages Arrival at Testing  Residence  Education

Irish 3 

13 G erm an 3 

Italian 3

Russian 1 

Japanese  1 

Turkish I 

Afrikaans I 

Spanish 1

Mean 28.6 Mean 41.1 14.2 B.A. 13

Leaving  

or equiv. 7
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Chapter Four

Results of the Study: Analysis and Discussion 

4.1 Presentation of the Results

It was the goal o f this study to explore the socio-cultural and psychological factors, which 

affect the acquisition of a second language. By incorporating various data on contact with 

native speakers and opportunities to build on existing L2 knowledge as well as taking into 

account neuro-biological and cognitive factors, it was hoped to better understand how 

second language acquisition takes place amongst late learners.

Another goal o f the study was to identify near-native speakers, those late second language 

learners who challenge received wisdom regarding age effects in that they have attained 

nativelike proficiency in spite o f later exposure, as well as to identify the factors that 

contribute to their success. Below are the three hypotheses of the study as originally laid 

out in Chapter Three: Participants and Methodology . It is important to note that in 

hypothesis one, age o f onset corresponds to age o f arrival in France

Research Hypotheses

(1) Age of Onset will determine level o f L2 attainment; late age o f onset o f SLA will 

preclude native levels o f L2 attainment.

(2) Certain experiential or biological factors such as age at testing, intention to reside or other 

languages known, will correlate significantly with levels of attainment.

(3) Factors relating to experience will correlate positively with each other. For example, level 

o f French on arrival will correlate positively with primary contacts in France, as well as

141



interrelating with other experiential factors such as frequency and quality o f contact with 

native French speakers

As already stated in Chapter Three: Participants and Methodology, 

data for this thesis were gathered via three main instruments. The first was an Accent 

Recognition Task, henceforth referred to as the ART; the second was a written test, and the 

third was a semi-structured interview, which surveyed biological-experiential, social- 

psychological and instructional data.

Accent Identification Task Results

As will be clear from the tables below, and as previously reported, of the three accents in 

the test, two were easily identified by the majority o f the sample, the Provenpal accent and 

the Alsatian accent. The third accent from the Touraine region in the west o f France (the 

Tourangeau accent) was correctly identified by only four of the sample and eight o f the 

control group. As has already been mentioned in the previous chapter on methodology, 

twenty native French speakers participated in the testing process in order to provide a 

control group against which to compare the test results of the twenty near native speakers. 

The group was composed o f 7 men and 13 women, exactly the same gender distribution as 

the test sample. Also, the age range was comparable to the non-native speaker group, with 

the age ranging from 23 to 65.
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Table 4.1 English LI Participants Identication of Regional Accents
Subject Accent 1

Proven9al
Olwen Yes
Kenneth Yes
Maurice Yes
Freya Yes
Marianne Yes
Morgan Yes
Jane Yes
Kylie No
Henry No
Tabitha Yes
Siobhan Yes
Cassie Yes
Orla Yes
Clara Yes
Don Yes
Ivan Yes
Joanne Yes
Keelin Yes
Victor Yes
Polly No

Accent 2 Accent 3
Alsatian Tourangeau

Yes Yes
Yes No
Yes Yes
Yes No
Yes No
Yes No
Yes No
Yes No
No No
Yes No
Yes Yes
Yes Yes
No No
Yes No
No No
No No
Yes No
Yes No
Yes No
Yes No

Accent 1
NS Provencal
Manon Yes
Marie Yes
Marine Yes
Anais Yes
Aurelie Yes
Camille Yes
Caroline Yes
Johan Yes
Lea Yes
Stefan Yes
Adelaide Yes
Delphine Yes
Florent Yes
Gilles Yes
Dimitri Yes
Jessica Yes
Julie Yes
Maud Yes
Yann Yes
Pierre Yes

Accent 3 
Tourangeau 
Yes 
Yes 
No 
Yes 
No 
No 
No 
No 
No 
Yes 
Yes 
No

Yes No
Yes No
Yes Yes
Yes No
Yes No
Yes Yes
Yes Yes
Yes No

Table 4.2 Native Speakers’ Identification of Regional Accents
Accent 2 
Alsatian 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes
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Correct Accent Identification (Non-Native Speakers)

Accent 1 85%
Accent 2 80%
Accent 3 20%

Correct Accent Idenflcation (Native Speaker Control Group)

Accent 1 100%
Accent 2 100%
Accent 3 40%

It is clear from these results that the third accent was more obscure compared to the first 

two well-known French regional accents. The fact that only 40% of the control group were 

able to correctly identify it would indicate that it is a little-known regional accent even 

among French native speakers. The mean length of residence for the overall non-native 

speaker sample is 14.2 years, whereas the four non-native subjects who recognised the 

accent have been resident in France for an average o f 28.5 years. They are among the 

longest residents in France in the sample. All four intend to reside in France for the rest of 

their lives and feel very much at home. They return rarely to their country o f origin. All 

four have travelled extensively throughout France. Biological and experiential factors, 

which correlate positively with the Accent Recognition Task results, are discussed later in 

the chapter

Written Test: Native Speaker Control Group Results

As discussed in the previous chapter, the initial written test was developed to examine both 

the lexical and grammatical competence of the participants. In order to have a clear 

representation of participants’ linguistic competence it is necessary to analyse the written 

test results separately from the ART results as there is a distinct disparity between the two 

sets of results.
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Table 4.3 Control Group Written Test Results

Participant Score Percentage
Stephane 44/45 97.68%
Julie 42/45 93.24%
Dimitri 42/45 93.24%
Lea 44/45 97.68%
Maude 43/45 95.46%
Caroline 45/45 100%
Michel 45/45 100%
Gilles 43/45 95.46%
Johan 44/45 97.68%
Aurelie 45/45 100%
Florent 43/45 95.46%
Anais 44/45 97.68%
Jessica 42/45 93.24%
Marie 45/45 100%
Camille 44/45 97.68%
Marine 45/45 100%
Adelaide 43/45 95.46%
Caroline 45/45 100%
Yann 42/45 93.24%
Delphine 43/45 95.46%

Table 4.4 Non-Native Sample Written Test Results
Participant Grade Percentage
Olwen 36/45 79.92%
Kenneth 43/45 94.60%
Maurice 37/45 81.40%
Frey a 37/45 81.40%
Marianne 44/45 97.68%
Morgan 40/45 88.80%
Jane 38/45 84.36%
Kylie 35/45 77.70%
Henry 19/45 42.18%
Tabitha 44/45 97.68%
Siobhan 43/45 94.60%
Cassie 43/45 94.60%
Orla 38/45 84.36%
Clara 39/45 86.58%
Don 35/45 77.70%
Ivan 34/45 75.45%
Joanne 35/45 77.70%
Keelin 43/45 94.60%
Victor 32/45 71.04%
Polly 36/45 79.92%
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Table 4.5
Summary of Results in Tables 4.3 and 4.4

Control Group Results

6/20 participants 100%
5/20 participants 97.68%
5/20 participants 95.46%
4/20 participants 93.24%

NEAR-NATIVE SPEAKERS Group Results

2/20 participants 97.68%
4/20 participants 95.40%
1/20 participants 88.8%
1/20 particpants 86.58%
2/20 participants 84.36%
2/20 participants 82.14%
2/20 participants 79.92%
3/20 participants 77.70%
1/20 participants 75.45%
1/20 participants 71.04%
1/20 participants 42.18%

Figure 4.1 Comparison of the written test results of the participants and 
the control group in graph form

Native Speakers Vs Participants

120.00%

100.00%

— •—  N a t iv e  S p e a k e r s  
a  ' P a r t i c ip a n t s

a
8at

0.00%
2 3 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 201 4

It is clear that, native speakers scored within the range o f  93.24% - 100%. The mean score

o f  the control sample was 96.93%. The range o f scores from the non-native sample was
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rmore varied, with only six participants scoring within the native speaker range. The mean 

sicore in this case was 83.11% and the range o f results from 42.18% - 97.68%. As 

e^xplained earlier, there were 45 questions on the written test; 10 examined the lexical 

c:ompetence of the participants; the remaining 35 questions were grammatical in nature and 

w ere  confined to traditionally difficult structures for native English speakers. Overall 

rresults o f the test are displayed in Table 4.5 

44.2 Questionnaire Variables Explained:

B elow  is a list o f factors studied during the semi-structured interview. 

Biological/Experiential Factors

1. Gender
2. Age
3. Age of Arrival in France
4. Length o f Residence in France
5. Level of Education
6. Other languages known

Social/Psychological Factors

7. Intensity of motivation to learn French
8. Necessity o f French for career
9. Self-rating o f spoken French
10. Importance o f passing for native speaker
11. Intention to Reside in France
12. Primary contacts
13. Identification with French language and community

Instructional/Cognitive Factors
14. Instructional years in French before and after arrival
15. Strategies to improve standard o f French
16. Amount o f informal feedback from native speakers.
17. Linguistic awareness in both English and French
18. Willingness to take risks with the French language. 

Experiential/Interractive factors

19. Consistency o f contact with native speakers.
20. Frequency o f spoken interaction with French speakers
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Table 4.6
Biological/Experiential Factors

Participant Gender Age at 
Testing

Age of 
Onset

French
Partner

Other
Languag

Olwen Fem ale 60 26 Yes Turkish
Kenneth Male 63 23 Yes Russian
Maurice Male 53 25 No Ja p a n e s e
Marianne Fem ale 31 22 Yes G erm an
Freya Fem ale 51 45 No Italian 

Irish &
Morgan Male 28 22 Yes Ger.
Jane Fem ale 51 23 No No
Kylie Fem ale 34 27 No Afrikaans
Henry Male 29 27 No No
Tabitha Fem ale 33 31 Yes G erm an
Siobhan Fem ale 39 26 Yes Irish
Cassie Fem ale 58 25 Yes No
Orla Fem ale 38 22 No No
Clara Fem ale 37 21 Yes Italian
Don Male 62 60 Yes No
Ivan Male 35 31 No No
Joanne Fem ale 29 36 No No

Irish,Ital
Keelin Fem ale 44 24 Yes Sp.
Victor Male 38 33 No No
Polly Fem ale 27 21 

Summary of Biological/Experiential Factors

No No

Gender Other Languages 

Irish 3

Age
o f Onset

Age
at Testing

LOR Education

M ale? 

Female 13

German 4 
Italian 3 
Russian 1

Japanese 1 
Turkish 1 
Afrikaans 1 
Spanish

Mean 28.6 Mean 41.1 Mean 14.2 B.A. 13

Leaving
Cert
or equiv.

The mean AO (age o f onset) for this group is 28.6, well past most o f the ages proposed as 

offset points for the “critical period” for language acquisition. All participants had a 

monolingual childhood and all commenced learning French at secondary school at age 11 

or 12, however, the majority o f  subjects attest to really only learning French properly once
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they arrived in France. Mean length of residence is 14.2 years with a w îde range o f 38 

years, the minimum being 2 years and the maximum 40. The sample is well educated in 

general with 65% having a primary degree and 30 % having a post-graduate qualification.

Social/Psychological Factors

This is a highly motivated sample in general with only one subject neutral in respect of 

interest in the language. The majority of participants were keen to improve their French and 

took a strong interest in the language. The only subject who expressed a low level of 

motivation (2/5) was also the one who scored lowest on the linguistic task. 70% of the 

overall sample expressed a strong or very strong interest in the language (4 or 5/5). No 

clear gender differences in motivation were apparent, although none o f the men interviewed 

had attended French classes on arrival and relied on day-to-day contact with French people 

to improve their language. 11/20 of the participants plan to spend the foreseeable future in 

France and have no plans to move elsewhere.

The majority o f the sample expressed a need to speak good French for professional 

purposes, and for some participants the workplace was the main source of contact with 

native speakers. Passing for a native speaker was very important for some subjects, 6/20 

felt it was extremely important. However, a further 6/20 also felt that it was unimportant to 

be able to pass for a native speaker. Interestingly, 3 of those 6 that gave this question a 

score o f 1/5 (irrelevant) were among the most proficient o f the candidates. Keelin, Siobhan 

and Cassie all admitted that when they were younger and first arrived in France, they 

thought that to pass for a native speaker was the ultimate goal. However, after some years 

o f being able to pass for a native speaker with ease, these participants decided instead to 

reveal their non-native identity as they began to see it as an advantage to be an excellent 

French speaker with an identifiable foreign accent.
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One participant, Siobhan, said that her Irish accent allows her “to get away with murder!” 

By this she meant that she could talk about taboo topics or generally say things, which 

others might not dare say. This was accepted in her social circle because she was Irish.

The majority o f the sample were happy to reveal their non-native speaker status 

immediately and were proud o f their origins. Two participants disliked admitting they were 

not French and preferred not to disclose their British nationality. Marianne, in particular 

claimed that she never needed to reveal her English origins and preferred to be thought of 

as French. Tabitha too felt it was more glamorous to be French than British and had applied 

for French citizenship at the time of interview. She intended to identify herself as French 

once it was granted.

A number o f participants expressed frustration at the deterioration o f their English 

and admitted that they often searched for words in their native language. Siobhan, in 

particular, admitted that speaking English to pupils at her cookery school was difficult after 

a summer of speaking in French with her family.

Instructional/Cognitive Factors

All but one o f the sample (Kylie) had completed a minimum of 5 years of French 

instruction at secondary school or high school. A number o f subjects particularly enjoyed 

French at school, (Kenneth, Marianne, Siobhan, Keelin and Tabitha) and did not find it 

difficult. Five of the participants went on to study French at university as well as three 

others who studied French as an extra subject with their degree. 7 among the participants
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attended French classes on arrival and all but one o f them found them helpful in improving 

their French.

As far as learning strategies are concerned, this group o f subjects confined 

themselves to traditional methods such as repetition of new or unfamiliar structures or 

vocabulary, autocorrection, etc. Only two of the sample kept a language journal, (Kenneth 

and Don), and few were willing to consult native speakers on the use o f a new structure and 

preferred just to listen and imitate. Although many of the participants professed to taking 

risks with the language, they nonetheless dreaded ridicule if they made a mistake.

Moreover, many o f the sample would have preferred more feedback from native speakers 

in the early stages o f acquisition. Some expressed frustration at French politeness which 

meant that they were never corrected. This was particularly true o f the American 

participants.

A number o f subjects work as English teachers in France and are therefore aware of 

the structures of both languages. Tabitha and Kenneth both studied Latin at secondary 

school, which they said helped them in their acquisition o f French and also made them very 

aware of the structure o f the language. Morgan and Siobhan maintained that learning Irish 

from the age o f 5 was helpful in their acquisition o f French, although other Irish nationals; 

Orla, Clara and Keelin felt that it made no difference.

Experiential/Interrractive Factors

The majority o f the sample encountered French for the first time in a formal setting, 

i.e, at school. Only two o f the sample had their first experience o f the language on meeting 

their partner, ( Kylie and Don).

Some participants had made their primary contact with a French native speaker 

before arriving in France. Marianne, Siobhan, Olwen, Ron, Tabitha and Kylie all met 

French partners abroad and came to France with their partners. For these participants
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making contact with native French speakers was not difficult. However, for others it was 

several years before they felt they had enough daily contact with French speakers, these 

include Jane, Joanne and Frances. These subjects spent the first years o f residence 

socialising with the English-speaking community in Paris and their French did not advance 

beyond occasional interactions with shop-assistants, waiters, etc. Jane, for example, still 

feels that she would like to interact more with French native speakers but finds it difficult to 

form personal friendships with French women. A long length of residence would normally 

offer increased opportunities for contact with native speakers. It is important, however, to 

take the age of participants at the time o f testing into account. It has been argued that, for 

older learners, there are fewer opportunities for contact with native speakers than for 

younger learners

Some participants have found it quite easy to form friendships with French NS and 

socialise with both French and English speaking individuals. Keelin, Morgan, Maurice and 

Orla have all developed strong relationships with French native speakers (in spite of 

speaking English at home), and have nonetheless maintained friendships within the 

expatriate community. They feel they can move comfortably between the two linguistic 

groups.

Below is as summary o f three of the four main factor groups, which, have been 

discussed above and may possibly affect the acquisition of a second language among late 

learners. Each participant answered a total of 60 questions in the semi-structured interview, 

and, for the purpose of this study, the information gathered through these questions has 

been condensed into sixteen variables. Only questions, which featured a 1-5 type answer, 

were included in the summary, as these were possible to quantify. Each group o f variable 

corresponds to a group o f questions in the interview.
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Table 4.8 Summary of Findings Relating to Social/Psychological Factors

Intensity o f  motivation to leam French Very Strong Strong Average Weak
40% 30% 25% 5%

Necessity o f  French for career Very Important Important Rarely need Unnecessary

55% 15% 15% 15%

Self-rating o f  spoken French Excellent Good Passable Weak
35% 10% 35% 20%

Importance o f  Passing Very Important Important Irrelevant
40% 35% 25%

Intention to Reside in France Definite Plans Unsure Definitely not
35% 50% 15%

Primary Social Contacts Mainly French Mainly English Mixed
Nationalities 

30% 25% 45%

Affinity with French Community Strong Affinity Mild Affinity None

45% 40% 15%

Table 4.9 Summary of Findings Relating to Instructional / Cognitive 
Factors

French Instruction before 
and after arrival

Employment o f  strategies 
to improve French

Amount o f informal feedback 
from native speakers

General linguistic awareness

Willingness to take risks 
with the language

Mean 
5.95 years

Range 
10 years

Imitating NS 
85%

Min Max SD
0 years 10 years 3

Keeping Journal None
25% 10%

Frequent Occasional Rare Never

25% 35% 30% 10%

Very aware Aware

30% 45% 25%

Very Willing Occasionally Willing Unwilling 

35% 50% 15%
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Table 4.10 
Summary of Findings Relating to Experiential/Interractive Factors

Context for initial exposure 
to French native speakers

Primary Contacts

Consistency o f  contact 
with native French speakers

Frequency o f  Spoken 
Interaction w/French natives

Hom e/Fam ily School University Other

30% 10% 40% 20%

French N ative Community Expatriate Community Mixed
Communities

40%

Very Consistent 
60%

Very Frequent 
50%

30% 30%

Consistent Occasional Sporadic
15% 25% 0%

Frequent Occasional Rare 
25% 25% 0

The above figures broadly represent the data gathered during the semi-structured interview. 

Later in this thesis, we shall see how, if  at all, these various factors impact on each other as 

well as on L2 attainment. In the following sections the findings o f the study are set against 

the three research hypotheses

4,3 Hypothesis One

The first hypothesis o f  this study is that age o f onset will determine L2 attainment: 

late age o f onset o f  SLA will preclude native levels o f L2 attainment. In order to test this 

hypothesis the correlations between age o f  onset and a number o f  other variables has been 

analysed. Analysis o f  the correlation between two sets o f figures is carried out in order to 

determine the strength o f  a relationship between 2 variables and to what extent can one be 

predicted from the linear function o f  the other. All correlation coefficients (or r) can range 

from + 1 to -1. No other value is possible. A value o f 0 indicates that the variables are not 

related. Values close to -1 or +1 indicate strong predictive relationships. However, to 

determine the correlation between two variables it is necessary to obtain the p-value o f  each 

correlation. The p-value gives us the decreasing index o f the reliability o f a result. A p-
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value o f 0.5 for example indicates that there is a 5% chance that the relationship between 

variables is unreliable. It is generally accepted in statistical analysis that a p-value o f .05 is 

an acceptable significance level.

Figure 4.2 Age of Onset versus Written Test Results

A ge o f O n se t v s. W ritten  T e s t R e su lts
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Figure 4.3 Fig. 4.2 (Linear Relationship)
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Note: Age is expressed as a percentage o f 63, the oldest age o f onset in the study in order to correlate age of 
arrival with other variables
In figures 4.2 and 4.3 above it is possible to see that there is not a distinct linear correlation 

between age of onset (AO) and the written test scores. In fact, according to the results of
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this study, age o f onset does not have an important bearing on L2 proficiency as interpreted 

through the written test results. In Tables 4.11 and 4.12 below, it is possible to see in a 

non-statistical arrangement that Freya and Maurice achieved exactly the same score in spite 

o f there being 20 years in the difference between their ages o f arrival in France, (Freya, 

AoA 45; Maurice, AoA 25j. Also, Don and Joanne, each with a score o f 77.78 have a 24- 

year difference in their age of arrival, (Joanne, AoA, 36; Don, AoA, 60)

Table 4.11
Participant AO Written Test Score

Olwen 26 80%
Kenneth 23 95.56%
Maurice 25 82.22%
Frey 45 82.22%
Marianne 22 97.78%
Morgan 22 88.89%
Jane 23 84.44%
Kylie 27 77.78%
Henry 27 42.22%
Tabitha 31 97.78%
Siobhan 26 95.56%
Cassie 25 95.56%
Orla 22 84.44%
Clara 21 86.67%
Don 60 77.78%
Ivan 31 75.56%
Joanne 36 77.78%
Keelin 24 95.56%
Victor 33 71.11%
Polly 21 80%

Table 4.12
Summary of NEAR-NATIVE SPEAKERS Written Test Results

AO Test Score
Mean 28.5 83.44%
Max 60 97.78%
Min 21 42.22%
SD 9.5 0.12
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In the case o f the correlation between AO and the accent recognition test, the r- 

value is 0.109, which is quite weak. The t-value for this correlation is -0.468, and with a p- 

value o f 0.68, there is a 1 in 1.5 chance that the correlation is not reliable. The non-linear 

relationship between these two variables is evident in Figure 4.4.below. It is possible to 

infer, therefore, that age o f arrival (or age of first significant exposure) does not have a 

bearing on L2 attainment as estimated by the results o f both the written test and the accent 

recognition test.

Figure 4.4

Age of Onset correlated with Accent Recognition Task Results (ART)
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4.4 Hypothesis Two

Certain experiential or biological factors such as age at testing, intention 
to reside or other languages known, will correlate positively with levels of 
attainment

The correlations between a number of different variables and L2 attainment were obtained 

as well as t-values o f those correlations A number of strong correlations emerged which are 

displayed in Table 2.3 below. Certain variables were more closely linked to L2 attainment 

than others. L2 attainment was measured using the result of both both the written test, and 

the accent recognition test, (ART). All correlations between variables and test results with 

a t-value of less than 2 or -2 were discarded.

Table 4.13

Correlations between variables and Written Test results.

Variable Correlation t-value p-value

1. Self-rating o f spoken French 0.856 7.04 0.00002
2. Frequency of spoken interaction 0.735 4.60 0.00005
3. Primary contacts 0.725 4.47 0.00009
4. Years o f French Instruction 0.642 3.55 0.00019
5. Consistency o f Contact 0.586 3.07 0.00107
6. Enjoy French at School 0.576 2.99 0.00130
7. Intention to Reside 0.558 2.85 0.00214
8. Level of French on arrival 0.478 2.30 0.00104
9. Frequency o f Written Production 0.452 2.15 0.01562

The above table, 4.13 displays the highest positive correlations between the variables 

examined in the semi-structured interview. They are displayed in descending order of 

importance.
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Table 4.14 

Correlations between variables and Accent Recognition Test. (ART) 
results

Variable correlation t-value p-value

Intention to reside 0.779 5.27 0.000085
Length o f Residence 0.697 4.13 0.000171
Frequency o f spoken contact 0.635 3.49 0.000239
Consistency o f contact 0.630 3.44 0.000290
Self-rating o f spoken French 0.618 3.33 0.000419
Primary Contacts 0.554 2.82 0.000235
Age at Testing 0.435 2.05 0.020020

As was stated earlier, a t-value of above 2 or below -2 is considered acceptable; so all t- 

values beneath these values were disregarded. As can be seen in table 4.14 there are a 

number of strong relationships between certain biological and experiential factors and L2 

attainment, in this case measured by the results o f the written test. It is interesting to note 

that not all variables are of the same significance when it comes to correlating them with 

the ART. Certain factors such as “years o f French instruction” or “ frequency o f written 

production” do not seem to play a strong role in the ability to identify regional accents. 

Other factors such as “ length of residence” do seem to count in this respect, in spite of 

having a low correlation with written test scores, (correlation: 0.385, t-value: 1.77)

(1) Self-Rating of Spoken French

Variable tested Correlation t-value
Self-rating vs. written test 0.857 7.02
Self-rating vs. ART 0.618 3.34

This variable had the highest correlation value with the results of the written Test. It is a 

complicated variable, because not only are subjects being asked to rate their own standard 

of French but there are confidence and self-esteem issues in question here also. This close
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linear relationship reflects the fact that those participants who believe their French to be 

worthy o f  the top score (5/5 very fluent) are correct in their assumption. It is also an 

important factor in the ability to identify regional French accents with a t-value o f  3.34

This experiential factor was established by asking participants how fluent they felt 

their spoken French was on a scale o f  1-5, with 1 being weak and 5 being very fluent.

There was a strong correlation between high se lf-ra tin g  and high results o f  the written test. 

Seven o f  the twenty participants rated their spoken French at 5/5; o f these, six participants 

scored within native speaker ranges on the written test. Only one participant, Orla, felt her 

spoken French was comparable to that o f a native speaker but her results in both tasks did 

not lend support to her b e lie f O f the remaining six high scoring participants three also 

scored within native speaker ranges on the accent recognition task. These were, Kenneth, 

Siobhan and Cassie.

Below in Figure 4.5, it is possible to see a strong linear relationship between written 

test results and se lf-ra tin g  as the two variables follow very similar patterns when mapped. 

This strong linear relationship is also evident in Figure 1.6 between results o f the ART and 

self-rating o f  spoken French. One controversial element in this study is the fact that 

participants were asked to rate their own fluency rather than have it rated by a panel o f 

native speakers. The decision to do this was based on the work o f Ingrid Filler who has 

carried out a num ber o f  studies on near-native speakers.

W hile it is clear that it is neither scientifically nor 

ethically sound to m easure ultimate attainment against native 

speaker baseline data, the prevailing disregard o f expert L2 users 

has led to a situation where we do not have any idea o f  what 

other yardstick to use. Therefore, for the purposes o f this article I 

will take self-identification as measure, i.e. I discuss the accounts
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of those who say o f  them selves that they are very advanced L2 

users and who cite the fact that they can pass for native speakers 

on occasion as evidence for that claim. (Filler,!. 2002:182)

Filler has a num ber o f  objections to the linguistic competence o f  near-native speakers being 

compared to that o f native speakers, all o f  which she outlines in this article and which are 

discussed in depth in Chapter 2 o f  this thesis. However small the sample in this study, the 

results o f  both accent recognition and W ritten Tests would indicate that using speakers’ 

own perception o f  their fluency in an L2 as a m easure o f linguistic competence is viable. 

Only one o f  the seven “very fluent” participants’ written test results did not support the 

self-rating. The remaining six participants, however, scored well within native-speaker 

ranges and three o f those scored 100% on the accent recognition test.

These results demonstrate that at least three participants in the sample are justified in rating 

themselves as “very fluent” , as their test results support their claim. This would indicate 

that allowing near-native speakers to rate their own fluency is a viable measurement tool in 

testing L2 attainment.

Figure 4.5
Series 1= Written test results 
Series 2= Self rating of spoken French

Self-rating vs Written Test Results
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Figure 4.6
Series 1= Accent Recognition
Series 2 = Self-rating of Spoken French

Seif-rating of spoken French vs. ART
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2) Frequency of Contact

Variable Tested Correlation t-value
Frequency of Contact vs. Written Test 0.735 4.60
Frequency of Contact vs. ART 0.635 3.49

Participants were aslced liow many hours on average they spent communicating in French

per week on average. Five options were given for the answer. The top scoring answer was

50 hours+, then 30-50 hours, 20-30 hours, 10-20 hours, and the lowest scoring option was

less than ten hours per week.

The results were as follows;

50 hours+ 30% of sample, (Kenneth, Marianne, Morgan, Orla, Cassie, Siobhan)

30-50 hours 25% of sample, (Olwen, Tabitha, Keelin, Maurice, Clara)

20-30 hours 20% of sample (Jane, Don, Joanne, Polly)

10-20 hours 20% of sample (Freya, Kylie, Ivan, Victor)

-10 hours 5% of sample (Henry)
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The majority o f the sample has reported more than 50 hours weekly direct contact with 

native French speakers. Certain participants such as Tabitha and Keelin scored within 

native speaker ranges on the written task in spite o f not having as much contact as the other 

participants who scored this highly. The reason for the lower frequency o f contact in both 

cases is because both participants have demanding careers that require frequent foreign 

travel. Both participants however, speak French consistently at home and socialise mainly 

with French nationals.

Interestingly, two participants who maintain they have 50+ hours’ spoken contact a week 

do not score within the native speaker range. They are Orla and Morgan. Although both of 

these subjects work in bilingual French/English working environments, they nonetheless 

speak English at home and socialise principally with English speaking nationals, which 

would imply that much of their relaxed discourse takes place in English.

O f the nine participants who have less than 30 hours spoken contact with native 

French speakers, eight expressed a desire to have more contact but found it difficult to 

expand their circle o f existing contacts. For the older participants in this group, (Jane, Don 

and Freya), the situation is particularly frustrating. They do not have the confidence in 

their linguistic ability to move out o f their mainly English-speaking social circle, making 

increased direct contact with French native speakers less likely. The participant with the 

lowest score on the written test, Henry, is also the one with the lowest frequency o f contact 

with native French speakers. Henry had little interest in increasing his contact with French 

speakers and the six hours he spent conversing with his French co-workers were enough in 

the way o f direct contact for him. O f all the participants, Henry was the least motivated 

learner and did not have any real interest in improving his French. At the time o f interview, 

he was looking forward to leaving France when his contract terminated. The only 

stipulation for people to take part in the study was to occasionally pass for a native French
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speaker. Henry admitted that he rarely passed for a native French speaker and that on those 

occasions that he had been mistaken for a French person it was because he was with his 

French work colleagues and did not speak very much. However, Henry was an exception 

to the rule in this case as he was the only participant in the study so uninterested in attaining 

native-like proficiency in French.

Figure 4.7
Frequency of Spoken Interaction vs. Written Test Results
Seriesl= Written Test Results
Series 2= Frequency of Spoken Interaction

Written Test vs. Frequency of Interraction
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Figure 4.8 
Frequency of Spoken Interaction vs. ART

Series 1= Frequency of Spoken Interaction 
Series 2 = Accent Recognition Task

Series 1 
Series2

The high correlations between this variable and the two tests are visible in Figures 4.7 and 

4.8. Interestingly, the correlation between frequency o f spoken interaction and the written 

task is higher (correlation; 0.735) than that between it and the accent recognition task 

(correlation 0.635). One might perhaps have imagined that a higher frequency of spoken 

interaction would have a greater influence on phonetic proficiency rather than on 

morphosyntactic and lexical proficiency.

(3) Primary Native Contacts

Variable Tested Correlation t-value
Primary Native Contacts vs. Written Results 0.725 4.48
Primary Native Contacts vs. Accent Recog. 0.532 2.67

Here, participants were asked whether they communicated mainly with French native 

speakers or native speakers of other languages. Participants were asked what their 

language spoken at home was as well as if they socialised mainly with English or French 

speakers. For some o f the participants, the answer was French native speakers, as they 

were married to French people, spoke French in the home and socialised mainly with

Frequency of Spoken Interraction vs .ART
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French nationals. Eight among the participants are married or living with French nationals 

and French is the language spoken at home, (apart from Don, whose French wife prefers to 

speak English at home). O f those eight, six are among the top scoring subjects. This would 

mean that those six subjects live their daily lives through French. For some o f them,

French has replaced English as the dominant language. Several among these participants 

find the transition from French to English increasingly difficult, especially if they go for a 

period without speaking English. Cassie, for example, finds it difficult to talk to her 

American relatives after speaking only in French for a given period. Another o f the 

subjects, Siobhan, confessed to not knowing the English translation o f a number o f DIY 

terms and not being curious about such terms in English as she did not think she would ever 

need them, so certain is she of not returning to Ireland.

Only one participant, Olwen, who spoke French in the home, did not achieve 

written scores within native speaker ranges. However, her social circle was mainly 

composed o f native English speakers and she spoke more English than French at work.

Figure 4.9
Primary Native Contacts vs. Results of Written Test

Series 1 =Task Results
Series 2 =Primary Native Contacts

Primary Native Contacts vs. Controlled Production Task
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There is a significant correlation between the accent recognition task results and the 

primary native contacts variable, (0.532), but it is not as strong as that between the written 

test results and primary native contacts, (0.725). The linear relationship as shown in 

Figures 4.9 and 4.10 is strong with both graphs exhibiting closely related patterns. Having 

native French speakers as primary contacts means that those participants have much 

opportunity for implicit language acquisition. A later discussed variable, consistency of 

contact is closely linked to primary contacts as it relates not only to whether or not 

participants have the opportunity to speak and listen to French as spoken by native speakers 

but to also how consistent that contact is.

Figure 4.10
Accent Recognition Task vs Primary Contacts 
Series 1 =Primary Contacts

Series 2 = Accent Recognition Task Results

ART vs primary contacts
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4) Years of French Instruction

Variable Tested 
Years of French Instruction

Correlation
0.642

t-value
3.5

Vs. Written Test Results

That there is a significant relationship between length o f instruction and L2 attainm ent in 

written L2 production is not very surprising, as there has been much research carried out in 

this area already (Munoz, 2003, 2006, Harley & Hart, 1997, 2002). Direct instruction may 

play an important role in enhancing fluency in an L2. This variable, unlike the previous 

two, does not appear to play a significant role in the ability to identify regional French 

accents (t-value: 1.59), but its relationship with the written task results is undeniable with a 

relatively high t-value o f 3.55. For the six participants who scored within native-speaker 

ranges in the written task the average num ber o f  years o f  French instruction was 8.5, 

whereas the average for the rem ainder o f the sample was 4.9. Three o f the six top scoring 

participants, (Kenneth M arianne and Tabitha) have studied French at university level and 

M arianne holds a PhD in comparative French and German literature which she did through 

the medium o f  the French language in France. All three participants attended university to 

study French in the UK before becoming resident in France, which would have been an 

advantage in acquiring the language. Two other participants, however, are also graduates 

with a B.A. in French, (Orla and Clara). The fact that these particular subjects did not 

achieve scores within native speaker ranges would indicate that length o f instruction in an 

L2 is only effective in combination with a num ber o f other factors. This mix o f  variables 

will be discussed later in the study.
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Figure 4.11
Years of Instruction vs. Written Test Results

Series l=W ritten Test Results 
Series 2 =Years of Instruction

Yean of Instruction vs. Controlled Test Results
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(5) Consistency of Contact

Variable Tested Correlation t-value

Consistency of Contact vs. Written Test 0.586 3.07
Consistency of Contact vs. ART 0.511 2.52

This variable is, essentially one o f a group o f three, centring on the nature, consistency and 

frequency o f contact participants have with native French speakers. The three variables are 

interdependent, particularly the last two, consistency and frequency. Having already 

established the nationality of the primary contact, it was then necessary to determine how 

regular or consistent this contact was. As we can see from the above results, consistency of 

contact has a stronger relationship with the accent recognition test than with the written 

test. This is an unsurprising result confirming that consistent communication with native 

speakers has a positive influence on phonological recognition abilities.

Participants were asked how consistent their contact with native French speakers 

was, and the top scoring answer was at 5/5, very consistent contact, the lowest scoring
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answer in this study was 2/5, occasional contact. Obviously, for those participants whose 

home language was French, the consistency was strong. Participants Marianne, Siobhan 

and Cassie all reported speaking French constantly throughout the day and only very 

occasionally speaking English. Others such as Olwen, Kenneth and Keelin speak mainly 

English at work, and so in spite o f French being the home language, English is spoken for a 

long period every workday. Tabitha travels to the UK every week for her work, which 

limits her contact with French somewhat. Some subjects, such as Jane and Don, 

complained that they did not have enough contact with native French speakers in spite of 

(in Jane’s case) living in France for many years. They relied on communicating in French 

with other nationals. Kylie, whose main French contacts are her family-in-law, speaks 

French only at weekends and English throughout the week, as her job requires her to speak 

in English. Some, such as Clara and Siobhan and Keelin, said they found it difficult to 

form close friendships with French people and as a result did not have the consistency of 

contact they would have liked.

Figure 4.12
Consistency of Contact vs. Written Test Results
Series 1= Written Test Results
Series 2= Consistency of Contact with Native Speakers

Consistency of Contact vs. Written Test
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Figure 4.13
Consistency of Contact vs ART

Series l=Consistency o f Contact 
Series 2=ART

Consistency of Contact vs. ART
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(6) Enjoyment of French at School

Variable Tested Correlation t-value
Enjoyment o f French at School 0.576 2.989
vs. Written Task Results

All participants started to learn French at school from the age of eleven or twelve at the

latest. Some o f them had a more positive experience than others. They were asked in the

interview to give an answer on a scale o f 1-5 to whether they enjoyed learning French at

school. 5 was the top answer, meaning French was their favourite subject and 1 was the

lowest if they really did not enjoy learning the language.

The results were as follows

5/5 Marianne, Tabitha, Kenneth
4/5 Siobhan,
3/5 Maurice, Freya, Morgan, Orla, Clara, Helen, Victor
2/5 Olwen, Jane, Henry, Cassie, Ivan, Joanne, Polly

(Kylie is not included, as she did not learn French at school)
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For Marianne and Kenneth, the French learning experience was made exceptional by 

outstanding teachers who resorted to unusual teaching methods in an attempt to bring 

French alive in the classroom. Kenneth’s French teacher played records o f French singers 

such as Jacques Brel and Serge Gainsbourg in class and encouraged the boys to translate 

the lyrics. M arianne’s teacher insisted on pupils translating nonsensical but ftirmy poems 

which he made up him self Marianne could still remember the poems during the semi

structured interview. Tabitha enjoyed French mainly because she found it easy and felt she 

had good teachers who explained everything clearly.

For other participants such as Helen and Cassie, French was a subject like any other. 

These participants, among others expressed disappointment that they had not spoken more 

French at school but instead concentrated on grammar, French literature and dictation. 

Coming to France and hearing French spoken with a native French accent was a shock to 

some participants such as Jane and Ivan. For Ivan who had been used to being taught 

French through English, it was particularly difficult

Figure 4.14
Enjoyment of French at School vs. Written Test Results

Enjoy French at School vs Written Test Results
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Series 1 = Enjoyment o f French at School 
Series 2 = Written Test Results

The correlation between “Enjoyment o f French at School” and the ART was not significant.

(7) Intention to reside in France

Variable tested Correlation t-value
Intention to reside vs. Written Test 0.558 2.85
Intention to reside vs. ART 0.779 5.27
The correlation between the intention to remain resident in France and the overall test

results is not as strong as that o f self-rating of spoken French but it is, nonetheless, worth 

taking into account in light of its t-value. Clearly, intention to reside in France is a much 

more significant factor in the ability to recognise regional accents, as it is this variable over 

all others that has the highest correlation and t-value.

Figure 4.15
Intention to Reside Permanently in France vs. Written Test Results
Series 1= Written Test Results 
Series 2= Plans to Reside Permanently

Intention to Reside Permanently in France vs. Controlled 
Production
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O f the twenty participants, seven intend to live permanently in France. O f those 

seven, five are participants whose Written Test scores were within native speaker ranges.
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The six participants who gave this question a score of 2 or less, i.e. those who did not 

intend to remain in France, scored an average o f 74.8 in the written test, well below native 

speaker norms. These results would indicate that although the correlation is not as strong 

as others, it is nonetheless, important. They would suggest that the fact that participants do 

not intend to remain in France leaves them with less reason and therefore, motivation, to 

improve their French. There is clearly a relationship between planning to reside in France 

and L2 attainment. To make their intentions very clear, some subjects, (Kenneth, Siobhan, 

Cassie, 01 wen) indicated that they intended to be buried in France, as they did not feel at 

home anywhere else. This is not surprising, as three out of four o f these participants have 

spent the majority of their life in France. It is also interesting to note that the average age 

amongst those who intend to reside permanently in France is 46 compared to 37.8 among 

those who intend to leave.

Intention to reside permanently in France is the most significant variable for 

regional accent recognition as can be seen in Table 5.8 where the strong linear relationship 

is visible. However, this variable is undeniably linked to age at testing, because, as stated 

previously, the participants who intend to reside permanently in France are among the 

oldest in the sample. Clearly, these are the participants who have the most experience o f the 

French language, which confers upon them an advantage as far as the ability to recognise a 

regional French accent is concerned. Length o f residence is another factor, which will be 

discussed later in the chapter.
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Figure 4.16
Series 1-Intention to Reside Permanently in France 
Series 2-Accent Recognition Results.

Series l=Intention to Reside Permanently in France 
Series 2= Accent Recognition

Accent Recognition vs. Intention to Reside Permanently in France
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(8) Level of French on Arrival

Variable Tested Correlation t-value

Level of French on arrival vs. Written Test Results 0.478 2.989

Participants were asked how fluent they felt their French was when they arrived in France. 

Many o f the participants gave the lowest score in answer to this question which was 1/5, 

indicating that their French was poor on arrival. For those participants who studied French 

at third level before settling in France, the score was higher at 3/5. The main reason for the 

low correlation between level o f French on arrival and the written test results is that a 

number of the higher scoring participants gave themselves low scores for this question. 

This indicates that they feel their French has improved only since arriving in France and 

commenced beginning to have contact with native French speakers.

Seriesl

Series2
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For some participants, the transition was particularly difficult as they had difficulty

performing mundane tasks because o f their lack of basic French.

Figure 4.17 Level of French on Arrival

Series 1 = Level o f French on Arrival 
Series 2 = Written Test Results

Level of French on arrival vs Written Test Results
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(9) Frequency of Written Production

Variable Tested Correlation t-value
Frequency of written production vs. written task 0.452 2.15

This variable has a relationship with the written task results, but not a very close one.

Although two o f the participants whose scores were within native speaker ranges gave the

top answer for this question, not all of them did. Also two participants whose written

scores were not within native ranges gave the top answer to this question. The range was as

follows:

Question: How frequently do you write in French on average?

1. Several times a day (Marianne, Orla, Clara, Keelin) 5/5
2. Daily ( Olwen, Kenneth, Maurice, Jane, Joanne) 4/5
3. Several times a week ( Morgan, Polly) 3/5
4. Once or twice weekly (Siobhan, Cassie, Tabitha) 2/5
5. Once a week (Kylie, Henry, Freya, Victor, Ivan, Don) 1/5
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As can be seen from the results, two of the top scoring participants only write in French 

once or twice a week on average, Siobhan and Cassie. From these results it is possible to 

infer that written production is not indispensable for morphosyntactic and lexical 

proficiency nor for the level o f writing demanded by the test in question.

Figure 4.18 Frequency of Written Production vs. Written Test Result

Frequency of written production vs. written te s t results
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In Table 4.18 the relatively weak linear relationship between the two variables is obvious as 

the course o f the two axes is quite different. This is the weakest correlation and 

subsequently lowest t-value between any o f the affective variables.

(10) Length of Residence

Variable Tested Correlation t-value
LOR vs. ART 0.697 4.13

This variable had only a small correlation with the written test results, (0.385) and therefore

was not analysed. However the correlation with the Accent Recogniton Task was 0.697

Seriesl
Series2
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with a t-value o f 4.134, which in relation to this dimension, makes length o f residence 

second only to intention to reside in terms o f importance. One participant had a slightly 

unusual linguistic background in that she (Tabitha) had only been resident in France for two 

years but had been communicating principally through French with her husband in French 

although they were both living in Asia at the time. For this reason, statistical analysis was 

carried out on both an LOR of 2 and 7 years respectively, however the correlation did not 

increase to a significant extent (0.4167) nor did it affect the positive correlation with the 

ART to a significant degree.

As already stated, the four participants who managed to correctly identify the three

regional accents are also among those who are longest in residence in France.

Subject Length of Residence

Kenneth 40 years
Olwen 34 years
Cassie 33 years
Siobhan 13 years

The fact that these participants have been resident in France for, on average, 30 years, 

seems to have conferred an advantage upon them as far as recognising regional accents is 

concerned. It is also the case for these participants that this long residence coincides with 

much travelling around France and consequent exposure to the various regional accents of 

the country.
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Figure 4.19
Length of Residence vs. ART
Series 1= LOR 
Series 2 = ART

Length of Residence vs .ART
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Note, in Figure 4.19, length of residence o f participants is expressed as percentages of 40,

the maximum LOR. Also, the close linear relationship between LOR and the Accent 

Recognition Task is evident, with the values for each variable following a very similar 

pattern.

(10) Age at Testing

Variable Tested Correlation t-value
Age at Testing vs. ART 0.435 2.05

This is the final variable that had a notable correlation with the Accent Recognition Test.

Once again, the correlation with the written test score was insignificant at 0.214, whereas

the correlation with the ART was 0.435. Unlike the previous variable tested, (where all but

one of the top scoring candidates on the ART had been resident in France for periods well

above the average LOR for the sample (14 years), in this case, there are a number of
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participants whose age is well above the average and who did not recognise the three 

regional accents.

Subject
Maurice,

Age at Testing
53
51
51
62
44

Freya,
Jane,
Don,
Keelin

Therefore, although there is a positive correlation between age at testing and the Accent 

Recognition Task results, meaning that the older the participant, the higher the score on the 

ART, it is, nonetheless, not a strong correlation. This is evident in Figure 4.19 where the 

weak linear relationship is displayed.

Figure 4.20

Age at Testing vs ART results
Series 1 = Age at Testing 
Series 2 = ART results
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O f the twenty variables studied, eight have proved significant when correlated with the 

Written Test (written test) and seven variables correlated positively with the ART results. 

O f all the significant correlations there was only one variable that had a significant negative 

correlation with both tests: feedback from native speakers.

(11) Feedback from native speakers

Variable Tested Correlation t-value
Feedback from native speakers vs. written test results -0.673 -3.86
Feedback from native speakers vs. ART -0.647 -3.60

Only one variable has a significant negative correlation with the written test results 

and the ART and that is feedback from native speakers. A negative correlation indicates 

that as one variable increases, the other decreases and vice-versa. This implies that the 

higher the written test result is, the lower the amount of feedback. What is meant by 

feedback is generally the response o f native speakers to mistakes made by participants. It 

could take a number o f forms, correction being the most common, but also suggestions for 

alternative forms or requests for explanation or clarification from the participant making the 

error. In this instance, those participants whose test scores were higher reported less 

feedback from native speakers than those with lower scores. This is a predictable result, as 

participants whose test scores are within native speaker ranges would logically require less 

feedback than less proficient learners.
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Figure 4.21 
Feedback from native speakers vs. written test results
Series 1 = Feedback 
Series 2 = Results

Feedback vs Written Test Results
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Figure 4.22 
Feedback from native speakers vs. ART
Series 1= Feedback 
Series 2 = ART
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The graphs displayed in Figures 4.21 and 4.22 clearly reflect the non-linear relationship 

between feedback from native speakers and both the accent recognition and written test 

results.

The results were as follows:

Question: “Do French people correct your mistakes?”

Regular Feedback 4/5 Kylie, Henry, Don, Ivan, Polly

Occasional Feedback 2/5 Olwen, Freya, Morgan, Jane, Tabitha, Joanne, Victor

Rare Feedback 1/5 Maurice, Marianne, Siobhan, Orla, Clara, Keelin

No Feedback at all 0/5 Kenneth, Cassie

Those participants who answered in the last two categories reported that only those French 

people who are very close to them corrected their mistakes and these mistakes were very 

rare for the most part. Neither Kenneth nor Cassie could remember the last time someone 

had corrected an error that they had made.
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Figure 4.23
Pie chart displaying variables with highest positive correlations with 
written test results
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Consistency of Contact

Enjoy Frencti at Softool

Intention to Reside

Self-rating Level of Frencti on arrival
Frequency ofWritter

In Figure 4.23 those variables with the highest positive correlations with the written test 
results are displayed. They are listed in order of descending importance below in Table 4.15

Table 4.15 Highest-Correlating Variable with Written Test Results

Variable Correlation t-value p-value

1. Self-rating o f spoken French 0.856 7.04 0.00002
2. Frequency o f spoken interaction 0.735 4.60 0.00005
3. Primary contacts 0.725 4.47 0.00009
4. Years o f French Instruction 0.642 3.55 0.00019
5. Consistency of Contact 0.586 3.06 0.00107
6. Enjoy French at School 0.576 2.99 0.00130
7. Intention to Reside 0.558 2.85 0.00214
8. Level o f French on arrival 0.478 2.30 0.00104
9. Frequency of Written Production 0.452 2.15 0.01562
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The second hypothesis in the study is that there is a positive correlation between 

certain biological and experiential factors and L2 attainment. The analyses in this chapter 

demonstrate that this hypothesis is true. As only six subjects obtained written scores that 

are within native speaker ranges it is important at this stage o f the exercise to examine those 

six participants more closely and to determine which variables are the most important in L2 

attainment. In order to refine the results yet further it is important to see which o f the top 

variables obtained the highest score among the six most successftil participants or subset.

The first factor to note is the length of residence o f the top six candidates, which is, 

on average, 18.1 years, 3.9 years over the mean LOR for the group. However, the shortest 

LOR is two years, Tabitha only moved to France in 2005. However she had been living 

with her partner for almost 7 years at that point and the language spoken at home is French. 

This successful sample also includes Kenneth who has the longest length of residence of 

the whole group at 40 years. His LOR along with Cassie’s does much to boost the overall 

LOR of the successful group.

The next variable to correlate consistently with success was “Self-Rating o f Spoken 

French”. For this variable, each of the subset gave the question a rating of 5/5. Each one of 

them felt their spoken French was very fluent and claimed to pass for a native speaker on a 

regular basis. Kenneth and Cassie admitted that their English had suffered since their 

arrival in France and they often searched for the correct word in English, as the French 

version was the first to come to mind. Keelin was proud o f her ability to use an extremely 

formal register in French when the situation demanded it and felt she could pass for a native 

speaker whatever the occasion. For Marianne, who, after submitting her doctoral thesis, 

was offered a permanent position by Universite de la Sorbonne, speaking fluent French is 

vitally important. Cassie, who regularly contributes to the famous cafes philosophiques of 

Paris, is delighted when her audience accept her as a Frenchwoman. This variable leads us
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directly onto the next one “ Importance o f  Passing for a Native Speaker” . This next 

variable was not analysed as it has a correlation o f  only r = 0.220 with the written test 

results.

For the subset, however, this is an interesting variable. Their answers were as 
follows;

Kenneth 0/3
M arianne 3/3
Tabitha 3/3
Cassie 0/3
Siobhan 0/3
Keelin 0/3

The four participants who gave this question a score o f 0/3 (passing for a native speaker 

being totally irrelevant) all admitted that in the past, passing for a native speaker was very 

important. It was only as time passed and their French improved to the point that they felt 

like fluent speakers that passing for a native speaker lost its significance. For Tabitha and 

M arianne, who have been resident in France for 2 and 9 years respectively, passing for a 

native speaker is still very important. Both subjects prefer to be thought o f as French and 

rarely reveal their non-French background if  they can help it. Keelin and Siobhan admit to 

feeling like this earlier in their residency but now feel that their “ foreignness” confers upon 

them an advantage they would not have otherwise. For Keelin this advantage is being a 

little bit different from her peer group. She feels that there is a strong affiliation between 

French and Irish people.

Generally, when she reveals her Irish background, the reception from her interlocutor is 

very positive.

To really test how subjects felt about their adopted homeland, they were asked if 

they thought they would be buried in France. All o f  them, with the exception o f  Keelin 

thought they would. Everyone in the subset intend to remain in France for the foreseeable 

future. For them, France is home. Kenneth, Tabitha, Cassie and Siobhan all have children
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who are resident in France. In Cassie’s case, her children are not bilingual and view France 

as their only home, never having lived elsewhere. None o f the subset have strong 

connections to their homeland. Even Siobhan and Keelin who keep in constant contact 

with their Irish families, only return once a year.

The majority of primary contacts for this subset were French. O f the six subjects in 

the subset, five o f them are living with French partners and French is the language spoken 

in the home. Certain subjects, such as Tabitha and Marianne socialise only with French 

speakers. This is a deliberate choice on their part as they prefer to avoid socialising in 

English. For Siobhan, socialising in English is out o f the question as she is the only 

English speaker in her area. Kenneth, Cassie and Keelin are happy to socialise with either 

French or English speakers.

The average length o f instruction for the sample was five years whereas that o f the 

subset is 8.5 years. O f the subset, three have studied French at third-level and two, Kenneth 

and Marianne have a PhD in French. None o f the subset used any strategy other than 

listening and imitation to improve their French and none were reliant on French native 

speakers to correct their mistakes. Marianne noted that she could not remember the last 

time somebody corrected her French. O f the six participants, Tabitha received the most 

feedback from a French speaker and this was from her husband who occasionally corrected 

Tabitha’s use of French slang as well as her written correspondence.

Surprisingly, this sub-group did not score highly on the risk-taking question. Only 

Kenneth and Keelin were happy to take a risk with a new or unfamiliar structure or word in 

French. The other members, and especially Marianne and Tabitha preferred not to risk 

humiliation should they use a structure incorrectly. The subset scored 86% on how much 

o f their primary contact was French, compared to the overall sample, which yielded a score 

o f 63% on average. Once again, the subset score is due to the fact that 5/6 of the
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participants speak French in the home. This is also the reason for the high scores given for 

consistency and frequency of feedback by the subset. All but Tabitha gave 5/5 in answer to 

the question on consistency of feedback. Tabitha travels frequently for her work, so she 

felt that giving the top score for this answer would be unjustified, as for three days every 

two weeks, she speaks only in English.

High scores were also given for frequency of contact, with an average score of 4.5/5 

for the subset. The scores for this variable are obviously linked to those for the previous 

two variables.. The subset did not score highly on the frequency o f written production with 

Tabitha, Siobhan and Cassie only writing in French approximately once a week. The 

correlation for this last variable with the results o f the written test was the lowest o f all the 

significant variables. The significantly correlating biological and experiential variables are 

displayed below in Table

Table 4.16 Biological Variables o f subset

Subject Gender Other languages French
Partner

Kenneth Male Russian, Latin Yes
Marianne Female German Yes
Cassie Female None Yes
Siobhan Female Irish Yes
Tabitha Female German Yes
Keelin Female Irish, Italian Yes

O f the six participants, Cassie is the only one who does not speak a third language. She 

made a number o f frustrating attempts to learn Spanish and Italian over the years but never 

managed to learn more than the basics. She believed her lack o f success with other 

languages was because she did not need to learn them and was therefore not motivated
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enough. Cassie felt that she had had no choice but to learn French when she arrived in 

Paris in the mid-seventies as so few people were able to speak English. For her, it was a 

question of survival.

In the overall sample, females outnumber males almost 2:1 with 13 females and 7 

males. Kenneth is the only successful male in the sample but it is obviously impossible to 

infer that females are better at languages than males, as the sample is so small.

The one factor in this table that all six participants share is a French partner.

French is the predominant language in the home for all six, which means they have high 

consistency and frequency o f contact with native French speakers. Overall, it is possible to 

identify certain factors, which correlate with L2 attainment as measured by the written test 

for the subset o f six successful participants. For these subjects, the important biological 

and experiential factors are, in descending order of importance:

(1) Self-rating of spoken French

(2) Intention to Reside in France

(3) Primary contacts in France

(4) Consistency and Frequency o f those contacts

(5) Years o f Instruction in French

These factors above all others, have contributed to the L2 attainment o f those six 

participants whose scores on the written test were within native-speaker ranges. For the 

four participants who were able to identify all three regional accents, ( three o f whom also 

had high scores on the written test), it is interesting to explore whether the same variables 

yield the same high correlations with the results o f the Accent Recognition Test.
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Figure 4.24
Variables with highest correlations with ART results

Variables vs. ART Results

■  Self-rating
■  Plans to stay
□  Primary contacts
■  Consistency of contact
■  Frequency of contact 
13 LOR
■  Age at Testing

The above chart (Figure 4.24) displays the variables with the highest correlations with the 
Accent Recognition Task results. They are listed in order o f descending importance below 
in Table 4.17

Table 4.17
Variables with highest correlations with ART results

Variable correlation t-value p-value

Intention to reside 0.779 5.27 0.000085
Length of Residence 0.697 4.13 0.000171
Frequency o f spoken contact 0.635 3.49 0.000239
Consistency o f contact 0.630 3.44 0.000290
Self-rating o f spoken French 0.618 3.33 0.000419
Primary Contacts 0.554 2.82 0.000235
Age at Testing 0.435 2.05 0.020020
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Table 4.18
Length of Residence of Successful ART subgroup

Subject Age at Testing LOR

Kenneth 63 40 years
Olwen 60 34 years
Cassie 58 33 years
Siobhan 39 13 years

As we can see from table 4.17 the most important variable is “Intention to Reside”. These 

four participants have embraced French life and feel themselves to be members o f the 

French community. This feeling of belonging may be due in part to the many years these 

people have spent in France. In fact, for these participants, France is home.

The average LOR for this particular subgroup is 30 years (see Table 4.18), over 

double the average LOR for the sample at 14.2 years. Another factor, which makes this 

subgroup different from the group at large, is “age at testing”. Once again the average age 

o f this subgroup is well above that of the sample at large. (52 years vs. 41.1). Obviously 

these are not the only factors at play. The fact that three members of this sub-group are 

also in the successful subgroup for the written test means that variables that correlated 

highly with the written task results also correlate with the ART results, with the exception 

of “Years of French Instruction” and “Frequency of Written Production”.

It is worth noting that the high scores attributed to this particular combination of 

variables are unique to the four successful participants. There are other participants who 

have been resident as long as these, but who may not, for example, have a French partner. 

Moreover, their primary social contacts may be from the English speaking community in 

France. It is also important to note that three o f the four successful candidates were among 

the six who scored within native speaker ranges on the written test. Kenneth, Cassie and
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Siobhan, have, according to the results of this study, achieved a level of attainment 

comparable with that of native French speakers.

4.5 Hypothesis No.3

Factors relating to experience will correlate positively with each other. 
For example, level of French on arrival will correlate positively with 
primary contacts in France, as well as interrelating with other 
experiential factors such as frequency and quality of contact with native 
French speakers.

In order to determine whether certain factors impact upon each other, it was first 

necessary to determine whether there is a substantial negative or positive correlation 

between them. Each variable was correlated against the others and certain correlations 

were positive. Many factors correlated with other factors within the same group, which is 

clear in th colour-coded chart below. Only factors that had a rated answer (1 -5) or a 

numerical response (as in age or test score) were suitable for this analysis. Below is the list 

o f those factors.

Biological/Experiential Factors

1. Age at Testing

2. Length o f Residence 

Social/Psychological Factors

3. Necessity of French for career

4. Self-rating of spoken French

5. Importance o f passing for a native speaker

6. Plans to reside in France
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7. Primary Contacts

8. Willingness to take risks with the language 

Experiential/Interractive Factors

9. Consistency o f Contact

10. Frequency of Spoken Interaction

11. Frequency of Written Production 

Instructional/Cognitive Factors

12. Instructional Years in French

13. Level o f French on arrival

14. Enjoy French at School

15. Strategies to improve French

16. Feedback from native speakers

Each o f these variables correlates positively with others in the study, some more so than 

others. Below is a list o f these inter-variable correlations. Each variable is coloured 

according to the group o f factors it belongs to. This will enable us to see if any one group 

of factors correlates positively or negatively with another group. The highest correlation in 

each group is underlined.

Variable Variable Correlation
r =

(1) Age at Testing Plans to Reside
Importance o f Passing for native 
Length of Residence

0.435
0.504
0.691

(2) Length of Residence Importance of Passing for native 
Feedback from native speakers 
Frequency of written 
Consistency of spoken contact

-0.593
-0.658
0.493
0.434

(3) Nec of French for career Freq. o f written 0.569
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(4) Self-rating Primary contact 0.790
Plans to Reside Permanently 0.614
Years o f French Instruction 0.676
Frequency of Spoken contact 0.826
Frequency of Written Production 0.496 
Consistency of contact 0.690

(5) Importance o f Passing Feedback from native speakers 0.432
for native speaker

(6) Plans to Reside permanently Primary Contacts 0.519
Consistency o f contact 0.765
Frequency of contact 0.583

(7) Primary Contacts Consistency o f contact 0.632
Frequency of contact 0.855

(8) Willingness to take risks Primary Contacts 0.558

(9) Consistency o f contact Frequency of Written Production 0.801
Frequency of Spoken contact 0.504

(10) Frequency of Spoken Frequency of Written 0.502

(11) Instructional Years Primary Native Contacts 0.453
Consistency of contact 0.603
Frequency of contact 0.624
Frequency of Written Production 0.483
Feedback from native speakers -0.633

( 12) Level o f French on arrival Self-rating of spoken French 0.630
Primary Contacts 0.450
Consistency of contact 0.480
Frequency of contact 0.486
Frequency of Written Production 0.448
Feedback from native speakers -0.520
Instructional Years in French 0.657

(13)) Enjoy French at school Primary Contacts 0.666
Self-rating of spoken French 0.710
Consistency of contact 0.426
Frequency of contact 0.607
Years o f French Instruction 0.711
Level o f French on arrival 0.834

(14) Feedback from native speaker
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Primary Contacts -0.529
Consistency o f contact -0.627
Frequency o f contact -0.749
Frequency o f Written Production -0.595

The two language-learning realms that have the most correlations within the group o f four 

are Social/Psychological Factors and Instructional/Cognitive factors. A summary o f the 

correlations is as follows:

Table 4.19 Key to Factor Groups

(A) Biological/Experiential
(B) Social/Psychological Factors
(C) Experiential/Interractive
(D) Instructional/Cognitive

Table 4 .2 0  Summary of Inter-Factor Correlations

Croup o f  Factors Correlations with other  groups
(A) (A)xi ,  (B)X2, (C)x2 ,(D)xi
(B) (B)M, ( C ) x i l ,  (D)X2
(C) (C)X3
(D) (B)X6, ( C ) x i l ,  (D)X5

Each o f the four groups contains variables that intercorrelate within the group, (see Tables 

4.19 and 4.20. Many o f these intra-group correlations are straightforward and predictable. 

For example, within group (C), “Consistency of Contact” correlates with “Frequency of 

Contact” . These two factors have an extremely high correlation at 0.801, which makes 

sense as the two factors are very much interlinked. In fact, these two variables together 

correlate with nine other variables in the study. If we include the third variable in the 

group, “Frequency o f Written Production, the total of intervariable correlations is 22. As 

previously discussed, the first two correlations in this group are interlinked, however, the
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third, concerning how frequently participants write in French is less straightforward. This 

factor alone correlates with 7 other variables.

Table 4.21 Correlations between Frequency of Written Production and 
Other Variables

Other Variable Correlation t-value p-value

LOR 0.493 2.408 0.00802
Nec of French for Career 0.569 2.941 0.00163
Self-Rating of Spoken French 0.496 2.427 0.00761
Consistency o f Contact 0.504 2.477 0.00662
Frequency o f Spoken Contact 0.502 2.465 0.00685
Instructional Years in French 0.483 2.344 0.00953
Level of French on Arrival 0.448 2.129 0.01662
Feedback from Native Speakers -0.595 -3.14 0.99915

In Table 4.21 we can see that there are a number o f variables that correlate with 

“Frequency o f Written Production”. These correlations are difficult to predict apart from 

the second, “Necessity o f French for Career” which one could guess would correlate with 

this variable. The seven correlations considered together would lead one to conclude that 

participants who write regularly in French are members of a French social network, need to 

speak French well for their work and have studied French at school and possibly at third- 

level.

If we examine table 4.20 and in particular, group (D), more closely, we see that 

three of the factors included in this group correlate with those from group (C). These 

factors include “Level o f French on arrival”, “Instructional Years in French” and “Enjoy 

French at School” which correlate with “Consistency and Frequency o f contact” as well as 

“Frequency o f Written Production”. This would imply that those participants who arrived 

in France with a good standard o f French found it easier to insert themselves into French 

society and make contact with French natives. It would also imply, less predictably that 

participants who accorded themselves a good score for standard of spoken French on
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arrival and who had enjoyed long and enjoyable instruction in French would also have 

greater occasion to write in French.

Those participants who had longer instructional years in French had (and in 

particular those who had studied French at university) gave themselves a higher score for 

“Level of French on arrival” than those who studied it for shorter periods. Quite 

predictably, some participants who enjoyed learning French at school also studied it for 

longer yielding a high correlation of 0.711. Those same participants awarded themselves a 

high score for level o f French on arrival. In this group there is one set of correlations, 

which are all negative and those are between “Feedback from Native Speakers” and four 

other variables. Participants who scored high on “Primary Contacts”, “Consistency of 

contact” , “Frequency o f contact” and “Frequency o f Written Production” had 

corresponding low scores on the feedback variable implying that those participants who are 

comfortably inserted in French society have very little feedback from native speakers. With 

correlations it is difficult to know which factor influences the other. In this case, it is 

impossible to know if participants get little feedback because they have high levels o f 

contact with native speakers or whether they have those high levels o f contact because they 

do not need feedback. In any case correlations between “Consistency o f Contact” and 

“Frequency of Contact” with feedback are high at 0.627 and 0.749 respectively.

Some correlations between group (B) and other groups are quite obvious. Two 

factors, “Self-rating o f spoken French” and “Plans to Stay” have high correlations with 

group (C). Those participants who believe they speak fluent French and who plan to 

remain in France also have high scores for consistency and frequency o f contact with native 

speakers. For those participants who plan to remain in France for good, there are high 

correlations between “Plans to Reside in France” and “Primary Contacts”, “Consistency of 

Contact” and “Frequency o f Contact”. The highest correlation between factors is that of
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“Self-Rating o f Spoken French” and “Frequency o f Spoken Contact” at 0.826. The close 

linear correlation between these two variables is evident below in Figure 4.21 where the 

scores for these two variables follow a very similar pattern. This correlation seems quite 

logical; participants who believe their French to be fluent also socialise and communicate 

very regularly with French native speakers. The majority of these participants, in fact, live 

with French partners, hence the high scores for “Frequency o f Contact”.

Figure 4.25
Highest Inter-Variable Correlation

Correlation between Frequency of Contact and Self-Rating of 
Spoken French

1.2 
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Participants 1-20

Group (A), Biological/Experiential Factors does not influence as many variables 

outside of its own group as the other groups but it does yield a number o f high correlations, 

notably with groups (B) and (C). “Age at Testing”, for example has a high correlation with 

LOR, (0.691), as well as with “Plans to Reside”. O f those participants who plan to remain 

in France, the average age is well over the average age at testing for the sample. (46 

compared to 41.1). This group also contains a negative correlation in the LOR versus 

“Importance o f Passing”, (-0.593). Previously, it was noted that it was principally among
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those candidates with a long LOR that passing for a native speaker was unimportant. LOR 

also correlates negatively with “Feedback from Native Speakers” .

4.6 Concluding Remarks

Three hypotheses are at the basis o f  this study as outlined at the beginning o f this chapter. 

Each one has been confirmed or disconfirm ed depending on the results from the three tests. 

In this chapter the results have been examined in order to determ ine the verity or falsity o f 

the three hypotheses.

The first hypothesis is that late age o f  onset (or late age o f  significant exposure) will 

preclude native levels o f  attainment. By age o f  significant exposure, we mean the age at 

which participants encountered their L2 in a natural setting. The participants in this study 

are late learners in two ways. None o f  them started learning French before the age o f 11 

and all but one participant comm enced learning French at age eleven or twelve when they 

started secondary or high school. None o f  the participants arrived in France before the age 

o f  20. One participant, Kylie, started learning French as an adult aged 25 when she met her 

husband. L2 attainment was gauged through a combination o f  two tests, an accent 

recognition test, (ART), and a written test. Both tests were taken by a control group o f 20 

native French speakers.

From the ART results four participants emerge whose accent identification skills 

rival those o f French native speakers. In fact the control group had some difficulty 

identifying all three regional accents. The accent that proved the most difficult to identify 

was the third one which was chosen deliberately as it is not as well-known as the first two.

The written test also, was deliberately devised to test those traditionally difficult 

areas o f  French for English speakers. The first ten questions in which subjects had to
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complete French proverbs or com plete idiomatic comparisons proved particularly difficult 

for those who accorded them selves low scores when asked to rate their own com m and of 

France. O ther questions covered grammatical areas such as the use o f  the future tense in an 

adverbial clause, which does not occur in English.

Six participants obtained scores on this written test that were com parable to native 

speakers’. Three o f those six also scored within native speaker ranges on the Accent 

Recognition Task. These results allow us to consider the first hypothesis disconfirmed. 

Three participants have scored within native speaker ranges on both tasks thus casting 

doubt on the notion that late language learning will preclude native levels o f  L2 attainment.

The second hypothesis; that there is a positive correlation between variables 

pertaining to experience and L2 attainm ent was tested by calculating the correlations 

between all the measurable variables and the results o f the two tests. In total, 16 variables 

were correlated with the results o f  the ART and the written task. Not all o f  these variables 

yielded noteworthy correlations. “W illingness to take risks with the French language” , for 

example did not correlate significantly with either set o f results. O ther variables such as 

“Age at Testing” correlated with the results o f the ART but not with the written test results. 

All in all, 9 variable correlated significantly with the written test results and 7 correlated 

with the ART results. Five variables correlated significantly with both sets o f test results. 

These were:

(1) Self-rating o f spoken French

(2) Intention to Reside

(3) Primary Contacts

(4) Consistency o f Spoken Contact

(5) Frequency o f Spoken Contact
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The fact that these variables had strong correlations with the test results implies that more 

native-like attainment is dependent on a number o f different factors. Those participants 

who intend to remain the rest of their lives in France had more native-like attainment than 

those who planned to leave. Participants whose primary contacts were mainly French 

speaking also had higher levels o f attainment than those whose contacts were English- 

speaking. Also, high levels of consistency and frequency o f contact impacted strongly on 

L2 attainment among participants. “Self-rating of spoken French” was the variable with the 

highest correlation with the written test results. In the study, participants were asked if they 

passed regularly for native French speakers. Those who accorded themselves a high score 

for their standard of spoken French claimed to pass frequently for native speakers, this 

variable clearly impacts strongly upon L2 attainment.

Unfortunately it was not possible to perform a quantitative analysis on all variables 

in the biological/experiential field such as gender, other languages known, level of 

education etc. On average, females performed better than males in the study, see Table 4.22

Table 4.22 Average Male/Female Scores for tests

Gender Written Test Score Average ART average

Male 76.19% 48.5%
Female 87.35% 64.6%

As the test sample is so small it is impossible to consider these as representative o f the 

performance o f males versus females in general. Although the number of years that each 

participant had studied French was a quantifiable variable, level of education was not. 

Rather than analysing the sample as a whole in this case, the level o f education of 

participants in the two successful subsets will be examined.
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Table 4.23 Level of Education of Successful Participants

Subset 1, Native-like Scores in the Written Test.

Kenneth B.A. French Literature
M arianne PhD Com parative Literature (in French)
Tabitha B.A. French Literature
Siobhan B. Education
Cassie
Keelin PhD Journalism  (in English)

Subset 2, Native-like Scores in ART

Kenneth as above
Siobhan as above
Cassie
Olwen B. Education

As can be seen in Figure 4.23, Cassie is the only participant in the successful subgroup who 

does not possess a third-level qualification. These participants are among the m ost highly 

qualified in the study. Further education is not a pre-requisite for native-like attainm ent in 

French as the presence o f  Cassie in the group demonstrates. Also there are a num ber o f 

participants with university degrees who did not achieve native-like scores in the either test 

such as Clara, Orla and Maurice.

Another variable, which was difficult to quantify, was whether participants spoke 

another language. For all o f  the participants, French is the dominant second language.

Some o f the participants learned Latin at school in conjunction with French and or German 

and they found this to be helpful, (Kenneth and Tabitha). All Irish participants learned 

Irish at school and found this also helped their French.

Lots o f  psychology studies show that learning a foreign language as a child 

leads to greater facility in learning more languages, even later on. I also note that 

Irish people generally have much better accents in French, ...m aybe Irish gram m ar 

more responsible since we did more Irish grammar exercises, at least at first. But
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there are also traps with trying to compare grammar rules. Perhaps a grasp o f 

general grammar rules helps with any language learning as you go through the 

process o f working out what ought to come next. I believe that learning other 

foreign (non-first language/mother tongue) languages is a better help for learning 

other languages. As in, the more exposure you get to other languages, the more 

you understand that rules are different for each. (Keelin, 2007).

Once again, all participants in the subsets apart from Cassie had learnt at least one 

other language. These three biological/experiential variables are prevalent among the 

successful subgroup. They, along with the more quantifiable factors in the study, which 

correlate positively with L2 attainment as measured by the two tests, demonstrate that the 

second hypothesis is valid. These factors, both biological and from the domain of 

experience do indeed impact upon L2 attainment.

The third and final hypothesis in the study proposes that there is a relationship 

between the factors examined in the study. Once again, correlations between all 

quantifiable variables were calculated in order to determine the impact that one variable has 

on another. The results o f these calculations confirm that this hypothesis was true. Many 

of the factors are interrelated and impact upon each other in a positive way. For example, 

participants who intend to remain permanently in France obviously have a strong 

connection to the country. Relationships with French family or friends invariably are what 

form this connection. Regular contact with the French community also springs from this 

connection thus linking the variable “Intention to Reside” with “Primary Contacts” and 

“Frequency o f Contact”. It is therefore clear that certain variables studied in the semi

structured interview have an impact on other variables within the study and also that each 

realm o f experience touches upon another.

203



V .* . j L ■̂

1 *
- *P

• :p‘

•■■■V Jj

,A,. .:,v ■: rJ
-s*tr,

f̂>l.
y , - .



Chapter Five: Conclusion

5.1 Conclusion

According to the strong  interpretation of the CPH, the window during which it is 

possible to completely master a language closes down at puberty. This critical period has 

also been referred to as a sensitive period  (Oyama 1976) The CPH has been disputed by a 

number o f  linguists over the fifty years since it was first proposed by Lenneberg (1967) on 

foot partly of research conducted by Penfield & Roberts (1959).

F igure 5.1 T raditional Interpretation o f  the CPH

Sensitivity

Puberty

Age

Above in Figure 5.1 is the CPH, represented in graph form, as it was originally conceived 

by Lenneberg (1967). According to the results of Johnson & Newport’s seminal study 

(1989), participants under the age of 7 performed within native ranges, then, there is a 

linear decline in performance between the ages of 7 and 16. After the age of 16, 

performance was found to be random. Below in Figure 5.2 is the graphic representation of 

the CPU in light of the .lohnson & Newport (1989) study.
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Figure 5.2 The CPH according to Johnson & Newport (1989)

Sensitivity

Age

As previously  m entioned in C hapter  Two. there have been a n um ber  o f  criticisms o f  the 

Johnson  & N ew port (1989) study. Bialystoi^ & 1 lakuta, (1994) for exam ple, found, on 

re in teipretation  o f  the original results, that i f  the c u t -o f f  point w ere  set at 20, then the 

tendency  for profic iency to decline with age reaches well into adulthood. These are but two 

interpretations o f  the C PH . S ingleton (2005) reported that there w ere  at least 14 different 

versions o f  the CPH  as it applies to SLA. M acW hinney  (2005) cited 10 “concrete 

p roposa ls” in SLA literature that relate A O  to u ltim ate  a ttainment. . M ore recent SLA 

literature has m oved aw ay  from the CPU  and favours the notion o f  a s teady decline in L2 

com petence  throughout the lifespan.

For exam ple, in a s tudy by Bialystok, H akuta  & W iley, (2003) no d iscontinuity  in language 

learning potential was found. The authors p roposed  on foot o f  these  findings that SLA  

ability declined steadily throughout the lifespan o f  an individual
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Figure 5.3 Linear Decline in SLA potential (Biaiystok, Hakuta & Wiley, 2003)

Sensitivity

Age

There is still, however, support for the CPU (Breathnach. 1993) in spite o f  much evidence 

to the contrai^. Much o f  this evidence comes from studies o f  iate learners o f  a second 

language who have achieved nativelike proficiency in that language.

The first studies on near-native speakers in SLA were conducted in an attempt to 

provide solid counter-evidence for the CPH. It was believed that if late learners were found 

who had achieved nativelike proficiency then this would constitute disconfirmation o f  the 

Critical Period Hypothesis. Coppetiers (1987) and Birdsong (1992) both based their near

native speaker studies on whether or not late learners still had access to Universal Grammar 

(UG). However, Coppieters’ study was subject to some criticism on methodological 

grounds; the results o f  Birdsong’s study demonstrated that grammar structures considered 

to be UG structures were not predictive o f  the differences in the results between the near

native speakers and the native-speaker control group.

A number o f  other studies followed which tested Near-native speakers on their 

ability to perform within native ranges in phonology (Bongaerts et al. 1995, Palmen et al. 

1997, Moyer 1999) and following in loup et al. 's footsteps; a multiple factor approach
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where near-native speaicers are tested on an array o f  linguistic abilities (Marinova-Todd, 

2003, Moyer, 2004). In these latter studies, not only have a variety o f  linguistic features 

pertaining to near-native speaker L2 proficiency been addressed but also has there been a 

move towards establishing the various determining factors (apart from age) in L2 

proficiency among near-native speakers.

This study, as has already been stated, has been conducted in the vein o f  this multi

factor approach to L2 proficiency (in particular, Moyer 2004). Participants were tested on a 

range o f  linguistic abilities and answered a comprehensive questionnaire on their linguistic 

background. In this way, it was hoped to provide some insight into the factors that 

inlluenced their L2 ability. In this study it was demonstrated that a number ofdifferenl 

factors contributed to L2 proficiency. All participants were late learners in that none o f  

them learned French before the age o f  I I, and none o f  them commenced learning French in 

a natural setting before the age o f  20. Age o f  significant exposure (or age o f  onset) was not 

predictive o f  performance on either the written test or the accent recognition task (ART).

1 lowever, a number o f  other factors correlated closely with performance.

O f  the twenty participants, six scored within native ranges on the written test and 

four were able to identify all three regional French accents. Three subjects scored within 

native ranges on both tasks. These three exceptional participants had a number o f  factors in 

common. They were all married to French native speakers and they were, to all intents and 

purposes, immersed in the French language. All three felt part o f  the French-speaking 

community and all three intended to reside permanently in France. The factors most 

closely associated with L2 attainment as measured by the written test were (1) self-rating o f  

spoken French and (2) frequency o f  spoken interaction whereas the highest con'elating 

variables with the ART were (1) intention to reside and (2) length o f  residence. Clearly it is 

a combination o f  these factors that are key to the nativelike proficiency o f  the three
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exceptional participants. It is also no tew orthy  that age at testing correlated positive ly  with 

the A R T  results  as the subgroup  o f  four w h o  correctly  identified the three regional accents 

w ere  am o n g  the o ldest in the overall sample. A ccord ing  to Stevens;

S tudies have also suggested that age  am ong  adults is positively 

associated  w ith  som e aspects  o f  language proficiency, such as 

vocabulary  (e.g., W ilson & G ove, 1999), presum ably  because o f  the 

accum ula tion  o f  exposure  and experiences. (Stevens, 2006:683)

A ge  at testing (AT) is a biological variable  that has been neglected in m any  SLA  

studies. S tevens (2006) refers to the respondents  in the Johnson & N ew port (1989) study, 

w ho  consis ted  o f  faculty and students in the University  o f  Illinois. AT w'as not taken into 

account in the study and S tevens argues that the o lder participants were most likely 

m em bers  o f  the faculty with considerably  less opportun ity  for L2 interaction than the 

y ounger  participants.

Students, especially  undergraduate  students, a heavily English language 

dom ina ted  env ironm ent at the U niversity  o f  Illinois. Every semester, 

undergraduate  students take classes taught in English read and write 

in tensively  in English, and often live on cam pus in English language 

dorm itories. S tudents also have recent and ex tensive practise in taking 

tests. Faculty  m em bers ,  on the o ther hand, usually teach two or fewer 

c lasses  in English, generally  live o ff-cam pus with their families, and rarely, 

i f  ever, take tests. (Stevens, 2006; 679)

Stevens (2006) calls for an approach  incorporating  AT, LOR and AO as she reports that, in 

m any SLA  studies, one or  m ore  o f  these b io logical variables have been omitted. T w o  o f  

these variab les  have proved  to be closely corre la ted  with L2 attainment in this study.
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The three exceptional students in this study buck the trend som ew ha t for o lder  

learners in that they ail have am ple opportun ity  to interact in their L2 as well as receiv ing  

constant L2 input. M ore mature L2 learners, m oreover,  m ay have an advan tage  over 

younger learners in that, because o f  their  superior  cognitive developm ent they  pe rfo rm  

better in language tests. This is evident in the presen t s tudy as older partic ipants  p e r fo n n e d  

better on the lexical tasks than the younger partic ipants, particularly on the proverbs  

section.

5.2 Directions for Future Research

Birdsong (2005) called for more studies in individual L2 learners’ “end-state  a tta inm ent 

across a range o f  linguistic behaviours, to determ ine  if  nativelikeness, w h en  observed , is in 

fact limited to narrow  dom ains o f  perfo rm ance.” (B irdsong, 2005:12). This  study has 

reported on selected areas o f  linguistic perform ance and a com prehensive  study, 

particularly  o f  the exceptional late learners, w ould  provide a more rounded  representation  

o f  not only their linguistic ability but also the factors that have contributed to it. M oyer  

states:

The situation o f  most late language learning today begs for c loser  

exam ination  o f  the learning environm ent, the learner’s cum ula tive  

experience, and the learner’s deve loping  sense o f  se lf  as a speaker 

o f  the target language. A pproach ing  these goals requires an 

integration o f  m ethodological inquiry. (M oyer, 2004:148)

Birdsong (2005) suggests  that the m ulti-factor model approach is essential to de term ine  

w hether there are areas o f  linguistic perfom iance  w'here Near-native speakers cannot equal 

N Ss (e.g. language p rocessing  tasks). Research into the abilities o f  exceptional late L2
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learners would according to Birdsong, provide strong foundations for “developing theory” . 

(Birdsong, 2005:13)
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