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A Critical Period for 
Second Language Acquisition? 

Thecritic: )eriod hmoi :sis 

Kenji H&ta 

.. r second language &2) learning has found 
resonance in a variety of policy positions regarding when an L2 should 
be introduced in the curriculum. For immigrant students, in a 1998 court 
declaration urging that such students be exposed to English as early as pos- 
sible, an advocate wrote, “The optimal time to learn a second language is 
between age three and five or as soon thereafter as possible, and certainly 
before the onset of puberty” (F‘orter, 1998, p. 1). Porter is a leading advo- 
cate for English-only approaches to the education of language minority 
students and an opponent of bilingual education programs because they 
delay intensive instruction in English.’She has found the critical period 
hypothesis to be in support of her position. 

Advocates for the early introduction of foreign language in the ele- 
mentary schools, dating back to the Foreign Languages in the Elementary 
Schools (FLES) programs of the 1960s, also have found an important ally 
in the critical period hypothesis. For example, the New Jersey State De- 
partment of Education’s World Languages Curriculum Framework cited 
critical period research to make the following point: “With each year of 
growth, children are less able to filter out b e  distinctions amongthe sounds 
of other languages. After early childhood, the language acquisition mecha- 
nism becomes highly structured creating an interference effect that may 
account for the difficulty in learning languages at a later time” (1999, p. 7). 

Such statements draw on the critical period hypothesis for L2 a c q ~ i -  
tion, the origins ofwhich are amibuted to Penfield i d  Roberts (1959) and 
more prominently perhaps to Eric Lenneberg (1967), who amassed 4- 
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