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Background to the workshop
• Funded by ESRC grant “Exploring second language learning in 

children”

• Recent changes to National Curriculum introduced foreign language 
teaching from Key Stage 2 (age 7-11): 

“Teaching may be of any modern or ancient foreign language and 
should focus on enabling pupils to make substantial progress in one 
language. The teaching should provide an appropriate balance of 
spoken and written language and should lay the foundations for 
further foreign language teaching at Key Stage 3”



Critical/Sensitive Period Hypothesis 
• Lenneberg (1967) “Biological Basis of Language” 

• Brain reaches a biologically mature state at puberty and acts as though it is 
“set in its ways”, making it difficult to acquire a new language after that 
time 

• Evidence for first language: 
• recovery from aphasia
• Feral children discovered after puberty
• from deaf children exposed to sign language later in life

• Evidence for second language:
• Immigrants with younger age of arrival generally do better (Johnson & 

Newport 1989)
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What about classroom learning?

•Huang (2016): review paper (42 studies), mixed results but, 
on average, older children outperform younger children

• Cf. Snow and Hoefnagel-Höhle, 1978



What about classroom learning?
• No good evidence that younger children will show easier/faster learning

(from Heiromning-Boynton & Haitema, 2007)

• May have other cultural benefits:

• BUT: need research exploring 
what works for younger learners

• Theme today: can we use 
technology to help in the 
classroom?



TODAY’S PROGRAM

10:15 Gwen Brekelmans (PhD student) : Learning new speech sounds through 
computerized training , are multiple talkers helpful?

11:15 Dr Helen Brown: Acquisition of Mandarin Tones: Does explicit information 
about the pitch changes help?

11:45 Dr Rowena Kasprowicz : Gaming Grammar: Developing a digital game for 
foreign language grammar learning

13:15 Dr Elizabeth Wonnacott: Learning Japanese word order and spatial terms
through a computerized training game: Does more variable input help?

13:45 Open Accessible Summaries in Language Studies (OASIS) Dr Rowena Kasprowicz

14:15 Discussion

10:45 COFFEE

12:15 LUNCH
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