Understanding Second Language Acquisition by Lourdes Ortega

Moyer, A. (1999). Ultimate Attainment in L2 Phonology: The Critical Factors of Age Motivation and Instruction. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 21, 81-108.

Moyer (1999): This is a study about the critical period hypothesis for the attainment of native-like pronunciation. Moyer investigates not only age, but also sociopsychological influences (concretely, motivation) and amount of exposure to the L2, both in terms of formal instruction and immersion experience. Unlike age, which is a universal, biological determinant of critical periods, both motivation and exposure are non-biological, individual differences that may influence sensitive periods. The participants are German GTAs, all non-native speakers of the target language they were teaching. Unexpectedly in the findings, it will turn out that one participant (out of 24) was absolutely indistinguishable from native speakers. The question of relevance for aptitude is: Was there something special in the aptitude (the natural, genetically given facility) towards learning pronunciation that made this participant such an exception?
The article is relatively clearly written, although at times in a technical fashion. Please SKIP the last two pages of the Results section (pp. 93-94) pertaining the regression analysis (Tables 5, 6, and 7). Regression analysis is a very powerful statistical analysis that requires very large numbers of subjects in order to be able to interpret results meaningfully… Moyer only had 24 participants, way too few for this analysis, and even more so given the many variables she also had in the design! For those of you who are curious, yes, there are clear guidelines for how to use measurement tools judiciously and meaningfully. Check out Tabachnick, B. G., & Fidell, L. S. (1996). Using multivariate statistics (3rd ed.). New York: HarperCollins. They explain everything about the size of the samples needed for regression analysis on p. 132.

Before reading: 

(a) Think of a family member, friend, or acquaintance who is a very advanced-level non-native speaker of English, Spanish, German, Russian, or some other language you are a native speaker of (or a language you know very well). Then decide how that person’s pronunciation sounds and give him/her one of these three ratings: “native-like,” “near-native,” or “highly intelligible” in their ability to pronounce the language. Next, think of this person’s grammar and vocabulary, and give her/him a rating for grammar and another for vocabulary: “native-like,” “near-native,” or “highly competent.” 

(b) WRITE IN YOUR JOURNAL ( Are your ratings for this person across the three areas (pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary) the same? If you can, write down the age at which this person experienced immersion in the L2 country (assuming s/he has) and how long the person has been regularly speaking the L2. Moyer will call the first biographical piece of information Age of Onset and the second Length of exposure. Also, if possible, estimate how good the person is with memory tasks and mimicry of sounds, and how concerned the person seems to be about pronouncing “like a native speaker.” If you know the person well and you have access to him/her this week, you could ask her/him directly and record here what they say!

(c) WRITE IN YOUR JOURNAL ( Now think of the following situations (or tasks, as Moyer calls them) when using the L2, and rank them from least challenging to most:

· reading a list of words out loud

· speaking freely about a topic you know well (e.g., an explanation about your neighborhood)

· having a small talk conversation with another student at the orientation meeting

· speaking freely about a topic that is new to you (e.g., a spokesperson’s presentation in the SLA class)

· reading a paragraph out loud

· having a small talk conversation with a professor at a party

Do you think your advanced non-native speaker person’s pronunciation might change from situation to situation? Justify your answer.

While reading: 

As you read the article, pay attention to the following aspects and jot down brief answers for each question IN THE MARGINS OF THE TEXT:

Research questions and hypotheses:

--what was the main research question in the study? Moyer doesn’t state it formally, so you’ll have to glean it from her explanation on pp. 84-85; alternatively, you can find a statement of the research question on p. 96 (under Theoretical implications of the study), but in the guise of a hypothesis (
--identify the predictions or hypotheses that Moyer had at the onset of the study, stated on p. 85 (note that she restates her predictions on p. 94, under Summary and general discussion, in case p. 85 is confusing!)

Design:

--who were the subjects, and how were they selected?

--what tasks were they asked to do?

--who were the subjects in the control group and what did they do? This is not explained in the article, but why were they necessary?

--who were the raters?

--what was the rating system? Try to summarize it in table or chart form. Note: you will need to cross-check pp. 87 and 89 in order to understand how the rating system worked and what exactly raters did.

--how were the subjects tested before and after instruction?

Results:

--was number of years of immersion in Germany an important determinant of how good pronunciation was for each GTA?

--according to the GTAs’ reports, were they frequently corrected by native speakers on their pronunciation outside the classroom?

--according to the GTAs’ reports, what kind of pronunciation training and instruction did they usually receive in the classroom?

--could all four raters consistently distinguish the NS samples from the NNS samples in their ratings?

--did the NNS group perform clearly “below native-level performance” (once the outlier was excluded)?

--was age at which each GTA experienced immersion for the first time related to quality of pronunciation? (see Figure 1)

-- was age at which each GTA started instruction for the first time related to quality of pronunciation? (see Figure 2)

--look at the mean ratings (M column) in Table 3 and decide whether tasks A through D (word list, etc.) seem to be increasingly more challenging for the GTAs in terms of pronunciation.

--WRITE IN YOUR JOURNAL ( the following important correlational findings were taken from Table 4:

(1) Age of immersion - Mean rating ( r = .62, p= .00

(2) Age of instruction – Mean rating ( r = .54, p = .00

(3) Type of phonological feedback – Mean rating ( r = -.49, p = .05

(4) Professional motivation – Mean rating ( r = -.65, p = .03

Please match each finding with one the following statements:

(a) The older a GTA was when s/he started studying German in a classroom, the less native-like his/her pronunciation was.

(b) The older a GTA was when s/he had the first immersion experience, the less native-like his/her pronunciation was.

© The more motivated a GTA was professionally, the more native-like his/her pronunciation was.

(d) GTAs who had received more instruction on pronunciation that included a suprasegmental focus were rated as more native-like. 

--REMINDER: Skip pp. 93-94 of the results

Summary and discussion:

You don’t need to write anything here, but please check the questions below. This section will help you check that your understanding to the questions above are correct. In addition, certain evaluations of what the results mean are presented:

--is age important in the attainment of very high levels of pronunciation?

--is age important according to Moyer?

--is exposure (both formal and naturalistic) important according to Moyer?

--how generalizable are Moyer’s findings and why?

--does Moyer accept the Critical Period Hypothesis in its traditional, strong version?

--what were judges affected by in their ratings of pronunciation? What does that say about what “good” pronunciation is?

--who was the outlier, and how was that person rated?

--what kind of pronunciation instruction does Moyer recommend?

After reading:

WRITE IN YOUR JOURNAL ( Please read, react, and free write:

Below is the question of a foreign language teacher who is a non-native speaker of the language she teaches. What would you answer????

I wanted to bring up the issue of using non-native speakers for teaching L2 courses. (I teach Spanish as a second language). While I am not a native Spanish speaker, I have a fairly decent authentic Spanish accent; however, I have heard Spanish teachers who speak with thick American, especially Southern accents. I am not questioning their abilities as a teacher, but I would be curious to know if students who have native Spanish speakers (or native English speakers for ESL teachers) acquire a native-like accent. My question is: “Are the students I teach at a disadvantage for obtaining a native-like accent because their teacher is not a native?” “Will they speak like I speak?”
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