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Abstract 

The complete success in second language acquisition has always been not only pedagogically important but also theoretically controversial. Because second language (L2) learning is a complex process and levels of its proficiency depend on many factors such as learning environment, instruction, age, motivation, self-consciousness, practice, aptitude, attitude and other factors. Among these, age of acquisition has always been one of the central issues and it plays an important role in successful L2 learning. The influence of age on second language learning is often connected to an issue of Critical Period (CP) during which the language acquisition ability is not maturationally constrained.  Regarding maturational or biological constraints, a significant number of studies have been conducted to measure the achievement of foreign language learning of advanced child, adolescent and adult L2 learners.  This paper reviews a number of studies which have attempted to investigate the Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH) and ultimate level of proficiency in L2 learning.  
Хураангуй 

Хоёрдогч хэлийг төгс сурах нь заах аргын чухал асуудал төдийгүй онолын хувьд маргаантай асуудал юм. Учир нь хоёрдогч хэлийг сурах нь нийлмэл процесс ба гадаад хэлний мэдлэг чадвар нь сурах орчин, сургалт, нас, сэдэл, бүрэг ичимхий байдал, дадлага, авъяас, хандлага болон бусад хүчин зүйлээс хамаардаг. Эдгээрийн дундаас хэлийг эзэмших нас гол асуудлын нэг бөгөөд энэ нь  хоёрдогч хэлийг амжилттай сурахад чухал үүрэг гүйцэтгэдэг. Хоёрдогч хэлийг сурахад үзүүлэх насны нөлөөг заримдаа Чухал Үетэй холбон тайлбарладаг ба энэ үед хэлийг эзэмших чадварт биологийн хязгаарлалт байдаггүй. Гадаад хэлийг сайн сурсан хүүхэд, өсвөр насныхан ба насанд хүрэгсдийн гадаад хэл эзэмшсэн төвшинг үүнтэй уялдуулж судалсан олон тооны судалгаа байдаг бөгөөд дараах өгүүлэл нь Чухал Үеийн Таамаглал ба хоёрдогч хэлний мэдлэг чадварын дээд төвшинг судалсан судалгаануудыг тоймлосон болно. 
Can early and late second language learners attain the absolute success in second language acquisition?
Introduction 
The complete success in second language acquisition has always been not only pedagogically important but also theoretically controversial. Because second language (L2) learning is a complex process and levels of its proficiency depend on many factors such as learning environment, instruction, age, motivation, self-consciousness, practice, aptitude, attitude and other factors. Among these, age of acquisition has always been one of the central issues and it plays an important role in successful L2 learning. 
The commonly held belief is that the younger learners are, the better they learn a foreign language. In this point of view, we have two different judgments about success in second language acquisition for adult and child learners. Adults who have reached the high levels of L2 proficiency are often adored or even astonished. In contrast, success in L2 learning is always expected from children.  The influence of age on second language learning is often connected to an issue of Critical Period (CP) during which the language acquisition ability is not maturationally constrained.  Regarding maturational or biological constraints, a significant number of studies have been conducted to measure the achievement of foreign language learning of advanced child, adolescent and adult L2 learners.  This paper reviews a number of studies which have attempted to investigate the Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH) and ultimate level of proficiency in L2 learning.  
The age effect on L2 proficiency 

There are several proposed explanations for age effects on L2 learning. For example, biological constraints, social as well as cognitive views account for the age influence. Biological or maturational constraints include steady loss of brain plasticity and ability to build new and varied connections. Social or psychological factors cover motivation, attitudes, identity and the quantity and quality of input. Cognitive view concerns loss of innate language learning ability and deterioration in general cognitive skills such as memory. The first scientific explanation for children’s efficient L2 learning compared to adults was given by Penfield and Roberts in 1959. They proposed that cerebral plasticity allows children to learn directly from the input up to the age of nine and after that they learn a foreign language analytically and more indirectly. Then Lenneberg formulated the Critical Period Hypothesis as the explanation for children’s ultimate attainment of L2 proficiency in 1967. He claimed that “automatic acquisition from mere exposure to a given language seems to disappear after puberty, and foreign languages have to be taught and learned through a conscious and labored effort. Foreign accents cannot be overcome easily after puberty. However, a person can learn to communicate at the age of forty. This does not trouble our basic hypothesis”. In other words, there is a set time period during which L2 learning takes place naturally and effortlessly. CPH applies to both first and second language acquisition and only learners who begin to learn the L2 during this period are completely successful. 
The CPH has been one of the most debated issues in SLA because many questions such as its onset, offset, specific, cutoff times and an explanation for exceptional late L2 learners have arisen. Different researchers proposed different numbers for onset and offset times. For the onset time of CPH, Lenneberg (1967) said it begins at the age of two while others suggested six months when a child is clearly sensitive to phonetic categories or even at birth when a human baby is sensitive to segmental and prosodic distinctions. In addition, Singleton (1989) discussed multiple critical periods for different aspects of language such as phonology, grammar, lexicon and discourse. In this view, Lenneberg’s proposal of the age of two coincides with syntactic complexity. For the offset time, Lenneberg considered puberty as the end of CPH whereas neuroscientists Penfield and Roberts (1959) suggested the age of nine. From the empirical findings in the 1970s and 1980s, it can be said that there is a strong relationship between AOs and ultimate level of attainment. Long (1990) concluded that the age of six for  many individuals and the age of 12 for the rest is the upper limit for native-like pronunciation in L2 and AO 15  for morphology and syntax.  Although, the ages of six or seven might be for morphosyntax according to Jonhson and Newport (1989) or for morphosyntax or lexicon (Hyltenstam, 1992). Based on these statements, it can be summarized that critical period occur between birth and age 15 approximately and there is no specific cutoff time for it.   

In order to investigate the issue of nativelikeness in highly advanced early and late L2 learners, researchers employed various methods covering pronunciation, grammaticality judgment, sentence production and comprehension, vocabulary and language pragmatics.  Here the word “late” means adolescent and adult learners who started learning a target language after puberty. In the article, which focused exclusively on adult L2 learners, Selinker dealt with the question of the relatively few individuals who despite a late stage of onset of acquisition succeed in reaching levels of L2 “competence” comparable to that of native speakers; there, he talked about “absolute success” (1972, p.212). Selinker suggested that these individuals may constitute approximately 5% of all adult L2 learners and he wanted to exclude these exceptional L2 learners from the domain of second language acquisition research. His 5% estimate can be supported by a number of studies carried out in this field. For instance, in a study (n=200) for grammar in the United States by Flege et.al (1999), 3% of L11 Korean speakers of English with age of onset (AO) ≥ 12 demonstrated native-like proficiency. In a phonological study (n=24) in the United States by Moyer (1999), 4,1% of  American learners of German performed within the range of German native speakers. In another phonetic study (n=30) in the Netherlands, Bongaerts et al. (2000) investigated learners from 11 different L1 -backgrounds and found that 6,6%  of participants  attained native-like pronunciation of Dutch. Birdsong’s (2007) detailed study (n=22) in France showed even higher figure. In this study, 9% of post pubertal L1 English speakers of French performed within the range of French native speakers on vowel length, voice onset time (VOT) and global pronunciation. 

Contrary to the findings above, many studies failed to identify native-like competence among late learners of the L2. For example, a small-scale study with extensive interviews (n=21) in France by Coppieters (1989) showed 0 rate of native-like competence among late L1  English, Italian, Chinese, Farsi, Spanish, German, Japanese, Korean and Portuguese speakers of French as a second language. Another study (n=46) using grammatically judgment tasks in the United States by Johnson & Newport (1989) showed no occurrence of nativelikeness in Korean and Chinese speakers of English.  In study (n=61) for grammaticality judgment in Canada, Bialystok & Miller (1999) failed to identify native-like Spanish and Chinese late learners of English. A large-scale, comprehensive study (n=192) in Sweden, by Abrahamsson & Hyltenstam (2009) showed no occurrence of nativelikeness in late nearnative L1 Spanish learners of Swedish. Although, 3 early language learners with AOs 3, 7 and 8 performed within the range of native speakers of Swedish in this study. In other large-scale study (n=200) for accent in the United States,  Flege et.al (1999) also did not find any L1 Korean speakers of English with AO > 9 who attained a native-like accent. 

One of the interesting findings of the studies discussed above is the issue of non-native speakers’ native-like linguistic competence and scholars have opposing views on it. Some researchers such as Selinker, Birdsong, Bongaerts and Moyer claim that any L2 learner can reach the  ultimate attainment in L2 in spite of age of acquisition i.e. age of onset.  Other scholars state that only child learners can attain native-like proficiency but adult learners cannot reach it. Moreover, few authors such as Abrahamsson and Hyltenstam argued that neither early nor late learners reach native-like proficiency in L2 and they preferred the term “near-native” to “native-like”.  Abrahamsson et al. questioned the term native-like which means becoming identical to native speaker and used the term “near-native” which means becoming similar to L1 speaker in their studies. Although, it cannot be denied that maturation can account for the overall and linear decline in native-like performance with increasing AOs in these studies. 
Several researchers have begun a systematic identification and description of the social and psychological characteristics which are associated with the near-native late learner. For instance, Moyer (1999) emphasized that high motivation was the determining factor for the exceptional learner of German in her study of L2 pronunciation. Bongaerts (2000) mentioned motivation, instruction, and immersion were crucial factors for his two late L2 learners who achieved a native-like accent in Dutch. In other words, some researchers claimed that non-maturational but social factors can account for the complete success of these exceptional adult L2 learners regardless of the CPH. 

Conclusion 

Findings from the studies show different results. These mixed findings can be due to the different subjects and measurements employed. On one hand, non-maturational constraints can account for exceptionally successful late L2 learners in the studies by Selinker, Birdsong and Moyer. On the other hand, the examples of absolute success of adult L2 speakers in the studies discussed may be unverified estimates due to inaccurate measurements adopted. What this review suggests is the need for sophisticated, comprehensive methods employed in the area of second language acquisition research. Because some of the tasks especially in studies which had quite high rates of the ultimate attainment in L2 learning were not challenging and demanding enough. Obviously such easy tasks cannot reveal the actual competence of highly advanced L2 learner so the existing rates of nativelikeness should be treated with caution. In order to distinguish the subtle differences between native and non-native competence and performance, testing techniques should include not only core features but also language-specific, peripheral features such as idioms, proverbs and unusual structures of the target language which are predicted to be difficult to master. Very infrequent and subtle phonological deviance can also be used to distinguish minor non-native features of near-native speakers which cannot be revealed in everyday communication or with crude tasks.  Clearly, no single study has met these requirements to reveal the subtle differences between near-native and native speaker competences. Perhaps those subtle differences that some researchers such as Abrahamsson et al. have assumed to exist are insignificant in all aspects of absolutely successful second language learner’s life and motivation. But they are significant to describe a human capacity for L2 learning and to learn mechanisms of L2 acquisition. 
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