
AGE AND Ll USE EFFECTS ON DEGREE OF FOREIGN ACCENT IN
ENGLISH

Th,orsten Piske-and Ian R. A. MacKay'"
-The University of Alabama at Birmingham, .•.University of Ottawa

ABSTRACT

This study' assessed the relation between nonnative subjects' age
of learning English, self-reported amount of Ll (Italian) use, and
overall degree of perceived foreign accent in the L2 (English).
Native English listeners evaluated English sentences spoken by
English monolinguals and ItalianlEnglish bilinguals. The native
Italian subjects were assigned to one of two groups of early
bilinguals who differed according to their percentage use of
Italian, or to one of two groups of late bilinguals differing in the
same way. Both early and late bilinguals who spoke Italian
frequently had significantly stronger accents in English than age
matched bilinguals who spoke Italian inftequently. This suggests
that the degree of activation of the Ll affects L2 production
accuracy regardless of a bilingual's age ofL2 acquisition.

1. INTRODUCTION
Previous foreign accent (FA) research has shown that the earlier
in life people learn a second language. the more likely they are to
achieve an accurate, nativelike pronunciation of the L2 [2, 4, 6].
Flege, Munro and MacKay [6], for example, examined short
English sentences spoken by 240 native Italian (NI) subjects who
had begun learning English in Canada between the ages of 2 and
23 years. The later in life the NI subjects had arrived in Canada,
the stronger were their perceived FAs in English. Age of arrival
(AOA) in Canada accounted for most of the variance in the
ratings of FAs (ca. 59%). However, amount of L2 use was also
shown to influence degree of FA (ca. 15% of the variance).

An effect of self-reported L I use on L2 production accuracy
was obtained in a more recent study by Flege, Frieda and Nozawa
[5]. These authors selected a subset of early bilinguals from the
240 NI subjects examined previously by Flege, Munro and
MacKay [6] and assigned them to nvo groups. The subjects in
these groups were matched for AOA in Canada (5.6 vs. 5.9
years), but differed according to their self-reported use of Italian.
The LoUse group (n = 20) reported using Italian 3% of the time
whereas the HiUse group (n = 20) reported using Italian 36% of
the time. Native speakers of English (12 Canadians. 12
Americans) were asked to rate three short sentences produced by
the ItalianlEnglish bilinguals for degree of FA. The subjects in
both NI groups were found to have detectable FAs in English.
However, the early bilinguals who spoke Italian frequently had
significantly stronger FAs than did the early bilinguals who
spoke Italian infrequently. This finding was probably not just a
"practice" effect, for all of the NI subjects had been living in
Canada for at least 18 years (M = 34 years).

The findings of [5] bear on some important theoretical
issues. Proponents of the Critical Period Hypothesis have often
maintained that the complete mastery of a second language is no
longer possible after the age of about 12 to 15 [e.g., 8, 10].

Seliger [II] and Walsh and Diller [12] suggested that there are
several critical periods, each affecting different linguistic
abilities. The first ability to be lost would be the one needed to
develop a nativelike pronunciation of an L2. Critical period
accounts have usually attributed an age-related change in the
ability to attain a nativelike pronunciation of an L2 to loss of
neural plasticity, or to some sort of neurofunctional
reorganization that occurs at around the onset of puberty [e.g., 7,
9]. The results of Flege, Frieda and Nozawa [5] indicated,
however, that such views are too simple. First, the finding that
the HiUse subjects had significantly stronger FAs in English than
the LoUse subjects supported the results of other studies [2, 6]
that had already shown that ultimate attainment in L2
pronunciation is also influenced by factors other than the state of
neurological development at the time of first intensive exposure
to the L2. Second, the nonnative subjects were found to have
detectable FAs even though they had all started to learn English
long before the age of 12 to 15, that is well before the proposed
end of the critical period.

This latter finding does not mean, however. that it is
impossible for L2 learners to achieve a nativelike pronunciation
of an L2. Bongaerts, van Summeren, Planken and Schils [I]
studied groups of late DutchlEnglish bilinguals. One group
consisted of subjects who had been identified as highly motivated
and successful learners of English by university-based EFL
experts. The subjects in this group had their first intensive
exposure to English at approximately 18 years of age. In an FA
rating experiment, five of these II individuals received FA
ratings from native English listeners that were comparable to the
ratings assigned to a group of native English (NE) speakers. This
suggested that even people who begin learning an L2 late in life
can, in certain circumstances, achieve a fully nativelike
pronunciation of this L2.

The present study replicated and extended the Flege, Frieda
and Nozawa [5] study. It replicated the earlier study by
examining English sentences spoken by two groups of early
Italian/English bilinguals who were matched for their AOA in
Canada but differed according to self-reported use of Italian. It
extended [5] by also comparing two groups of late bilinguals who
differed in L I use but not AOA. The purpose of the study was to
determine (a) if the Ll use effect observed for early bilinguals in
[5] would also be found for late bilinguals, and (b) if AOA and
L I use interact.

The view that a learner's ultimate attainment in the

pronunciation of an L2 is influenced by factors other than the age
of L2 learning would be supported if both early and late
bilinguals were found to show an Ll use effect. Such a finding
would suggest that the degree of activation of the Ll affects L2
production accuracy regardless of a bilingual's age of L2
acquisition. One question not addressed by Flege, Frieda and




