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Two models for the myth
Can’t Adults Learn a New language?

Model A :Sharp Drop Critical Period Model B: Gradual Decrease

Cited: Kaplan(2016), p116
Cited: Kaplan(2016), p116

OR



Critical Period Hypothesis
A limited window of time for 
second language acquition 
efficiently and to a 
near-native level

Can’t Adults Learn a New language?
In Chap. 6
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Cited: Kaplan(2016), p116



Critical Period Hypothesis
A limited window of time for 
second language acquition 
efficiently and to anear-native 
level

Can’t Adults Learn a New language?
In Chap. 6 Tentative Conclusion
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→Gradual decrease
→ OverstatedCited: Kaplan(2016), p116



CASE STUDY 7



Hartshorne et al(2018), A critical period for second language acquisition

・Based on a massive datase
(2/3 million English speakers)

→whether language learning ability shows 
a sharp decline or a gradual decrease
→ Evidence about the validity of the 
Critical Period Hypothesis.
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Hartshorne et al(2018), A critical period for second language acquisition

1. How does learning ability change with age?
2. How proficient can someone become

if they begin learning at a particular age?
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Big Question

→We can understand whether a critical period 
for second language acquisition exists.



Measurable Research Question

● Is there a measurable (higher or lower values) 
difference in accuracy performances related to 
age of exposure?  

This study took the the quiz results of participants ranging 
from around 10 to over 60 and sorted their accuracy results 
depending on if they are a monolingual, or age of exposure of 
English. 
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Big research 
question: 

How does second 
language learning 
ability change 
with age?

How proficient can 
someone become 
if they begin 
learning at a 
particular age?



Methodology

● 680,333 participants
● 38 languages represented 
● Monolinguals (only knew English); N=246,497 (44%)
● Immersion learners (simultaneous  bilinguals or spent at least 90% 

of their life since English exposure in an English speaking 
country); N = 45,067 (8%)

● Nonimmersion learners (spent at most 10% of post-exposure in an 
English speaking country, but less than a year); N = 266,701 (47%)

Participants 
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Methodology

● Participants took a (short) internet quiz about grammar
● Inspired by Josh Katz’s Dialect Quiz for the New York Times
● “Fun quiz” 
● Passivization, clefting, agreement, relative clauses, preposition 

use, verb syntactic subcategorization, pronoun gender and case, 
modals, determiners, subject-dropping, aspect, sequence of 
tenses, and wh-movement were tested

Materials
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Methodology
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Task

● “Results of which would allow a computer algorithm to guess their native 
language and their dialect of English”

● About 80% of people who did syntax quiz completed demographic 
questionnaire (this is the reported data)

● http://archive.gameswithwords.org/WhichEnglish/
● Multiple choice, click the best image (no free response)

http://archive.gameswithwords.org/WhichEnglish/


Question Types
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Parsing the Graphic 

● Performance curves
○ Monolinguals and immersion 

learners (A)
○ Non-immersion learners (B).

● X-axis: current age of participants
● Y-axis: accuracy (log-odds)
● Age of first exposure: color
● Total years of exposure: left-to-right 

position
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Interpreting the Graphic

● Correlation? 
○ Yes!
○ Lower accuracy in:

1. Non-immersion learners
2. Greater age of first exposure

● Slope of the graph…
○ Rate of learning

■ Declined at some point
■ Can be either gradually or 

dramtically
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Ans. for Questions

1. How does learning ability 
change with age?

2. How proficient can someone 
become if they begin learning at a 

particular age?

‘Adults cannot learn a new language.’

A measurable difference  in accuracy 
performances related to age of exposure?  
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Ans. for Questions

1. How does learning ability 
change with age?

2. How proficient can someone 
become if they begin learning at a 

particular age?

‘Adults cannot learn a new language.’

A measurable difference  in accuracy 
performances related to age of exposure? 

→ A correlation 
b/w accuracy & age of first exposure
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Ans. for Questions

2. How proficient can someone 
become if they begin learning at a 

particular age?

‘Adults cannot learn a new language.’

A measurable difference  in accuracy 
performances related to age of exposure? 

→ A correlation 
b/w accuracy & age of first exposure

→Influences the rate of 
learning＞ possibility
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Ans. for Questions

1. How does learning ability 
change with age?

2. How proficient can someone 
become if they begin learning at a 

particular age?

‘Adults cannot learn a new language.’

A measurable difference  in accuracy 
performances related to age of exposure? 

→ A correlation 
b/w accuracy & age of first exposure

→Influences the rate of 
learning＞ possibility

→Starting earlier increases the 
likelihood of native-like 

proficiency
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Ans. for Questions

1. How does learning ability 
change with age?

2. How proficient can someone 
become if they begin learning at a 

particular age?

‘Adults cannot learn a new language.’

A measurable difference  in accuracy 
performances related to age of exposure? 

→ A correlation 
b/w accuracy & age of first exposure

→Influences the rate of 
learning＞ possibility

→Starting earlier increases the 
likelihood of native-like 

proficiency

Of course.  Partially contradicts Kaplan’s myth that only 
children can attain native-like proficiency.
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-Group 4

Thank You
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