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Abstract

The aim of this article is to conduct another experiment to see whether the critical period hypothesis is on

the right track, using negative questions in English and Japanese. As has often been pointed out, the way

we answer these questions differs between English and Japanese, so we helieve they serves as appropriate

items to be tested. We will conclude here that adult language learners cannot learn novel items in their new

language so easily, thus supporting the hypothesis.

1. Introduction

It has often been argued in the literature that
Universal Grammar (UG) is available only during a
limited period of time in one’s childhood and that it
no longer works in the second language acquisition
of adults. However, this assumption has been
challenged by many researchers who believe that
Universal Grammar is actively involved in second
language acquisition of adult learners.

In this short essay, we will conduct an
experiment to see which of these two assumptions is
closer to the truth. The subjects are native speakers
of Japanese who are learning English as a second
language. The items to be tested are negative
questions in English and Japanese, and we will see
if their language acquisition is UG-based or simply
influenced by their mother tongue. We will conclude
that most subjects were simply transferring their
knowledge of their mother language into the new

language, suggesting that UG is no longer actively

involved in adult language learning.

This paper is organized as follows. In Section
2, we will see what negative questions are and how
they are answered in Japanese and English. We will
find out that there is a major difference in how these
questions are answered in the two languages. In
Section 3, we will briefly discuss the methods to be
used in our experiment. The results will be shown

in Section 4.

2. Negative Questions in Japanese and
English
In order to see what negative questions are, consider

first the following examples from English.

(1) Did he borrow some money from her?

(2) Didn’t he borrow some money from her?

(1) is an example of a simple Yes/No question, and
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(2) 1s a negative version of (1). In English, the
presence or absence of not does not have any major
effect on how these two types of questions are to be
answered. In other words, if answered yes, it means
that e borrowed money from her, and if the reply is
no, he didn’t borrow money from her regardless of
whether not is present or not.

In Japanese, the situation is completely

different.

(3) Kare-ha kanojyo-kara okane-wo karitano?
he her

‘Did he borrow some money from her?’

from money  borrow

(4) Kare-ha kanojyo-kara okane-wo kari

he her from money borrow
nakkataka?
not

‘Didn’t he borrow some money from her?’

Answering hai or yes to the simple Yes/No question
in (3) means that kare(he) did borrow money
from kanojyo(her) and iie(no) means that he did
not borrow money from Zer. In the case of the
negative question in (4), saying kai means that he
did not borrow money and iz¢ means ke did borrow
money from her. In other words, unlike the cases
in English, the presence of a negative marker does
have an effect on the way the question is answered.

What makes the situation even more complicated
in Japanese is that there are some speakers who
respond to negative questions like (4) differently: i.e.,
hai in case he borrowed money from her and ie to
refer to the fact that ke didn’t, just like in the case of
English negative questions.

In summary, although there seems to be no
difference in the way simple Yes/No questions are
answered in Japanese and English, speakers of these
two languages differ in the way they respond to
negative questions. What makes the situation even
more complicated is that there are some speakers

of Japanese who behave like English speakers when
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answering negative questions in their own language.

3. Methods of Our Experiment

In order to conduct an experiment to see whether
UG or alike is still active in second language
acquisition of adult learners, we first need to find
some principles of UG or alike that are not activated
in one’s first language but is in full use in the target
language, thus excluding the possibility that the
learners simply transfer their knowledge in their
first language to the new language. The difference
between Japanese and English in the way negative
questions are answered does seem to serve this
objective.

Our subjects are forty-seven native speakers
of Japanese who have been studying English for at
least six years in Japan and four native speakers of
English serving as controls. We will see whether
their native language has any effect on their
performance in the target language.

All our subjects were given the test in
Appendix 1. As this experiment is to know whether
UG is accessible to adult language learners and
not to child learners, we asked each subject to
accurately indicate at what age he or she had started
studying the second language. It has often been
suggested that UG is available in second language
learning of young children but not in that of adults,
so including the data from those who had started
their second language learning at an earlier stage
might undermine the validity of the results. We
also excluded those who had learned generative
grammar, as their knowledge in syntax might have
influence their responses.

As discussed in the previous section, Japanese
speakers are divided over how they respond to
negative questions in Japanese. There are many
speakers who answer them just like their English
counterparts do in English. We excluded these
speakers from the test, as they might simply have

been transferring their knowledge in Japanese into
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English as they had learned to speak it.

Simple Yes/No questions were included in the
test to ensure that each subject had reached a level
at which negative questions should have emerged in
their second language. These constitute the Syntax
Test in the sense of Otsu and Naoi(1986), Naoi(1989)
and Schachter(1990). Tag questions were used

simply as distracters.

4. The Results

Out of the forty-seven students who volunteered in
this survey, nine fell in the Syntax Test. We used all
the simple Yes/No questions in the English test as
the Syntax Test. We then went on to see whether
the thirty-eight subjects who passed the preliminary
Syntax Test had answered Japanese negative
questions differently from English questions, using
Questions 1, 3, 5, 8, 9, 11, 13, 15, 17 and 19 in the
Japanese test. Those who had chosen (a) as the
answers to more than twenty percent of these
questions were also excluded. We were left with
thirty-two subjects, who were analyzed for negative
questions in English; i.e., Questions 2, 4, 5, 6, 8 and
10 in the English test. The results are shown in
Table 1 below.

Table 1 Accuracy Rate for the Negative Questions
in the English Test

Question 2 31.3%
Question 4 43.8%
Question 6 40.6%
Question 8  34.4%

Question 10 31.3%

Out of the thirty-two students, only eight, or twenty-

five percent, had more than eighty-percent accuracy.
Based on these results we here admit that adult

language learners cannot learn novel items in their

new language so easily, thus supporting the critical

period hypothesis.

5. Concluding Remarks

In this short essay on second language acquisition
of adults, we conducted another experiment to see
whether principles of UG or alike that are not used
in one’s first language but present in the target
language could still be available in L2 learning. The
items that were tested this time were negative
questions. English and Japanese differ in how these
questions are answered, so they could be suitable
items to be tested to know the role of UG in L2
learning. The results show that UG is no longer
available to adults, supporting the critical period

hypothesis.
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Appendix 1: The Test

EEET I 2=F— 3 Y58 44 2014GI401 fRFERE L v 0 BERISLOZ T EZ DOELIZOW
TOXEERLEHELNIH2D, DTOEMEMBEICEZ TW2Z&7nwEZEZTwET, P LTFHEH
LHETLIVWETH, IALSKBEHVWLET,

ARFLEEFHIT, M (M) OAMEHL £9. FABROTEIIHSIZ L 2w & &, k&
BELRDPNATHIEEHHELET,

K4 ( )
1. FWMEHZ LR, ======( %)
2. MRZEHZTLEE Y, ======3( 5§ )
3. HL-OEFEZEZTTHI? === )
4. BRCHEICHETAER Y2 H D FTHh? ======>» Yes / No
ZIFTWE, WOEZITZITE LA, ? ======pn> ( )
=====P LT ( )
5. WFREOELFD (F7203EWCEICHETS) #EREST2E8H) T30
======3 Yes / No
6. EFEIZITETTDENTTHD? o nFEE%E 1 D8I RATLZE W,
1 2 3 4 5
ETCHUFE Ebbpk Dl SN ) bk & T H B
W EhfE (Y RN (AR : N

7. WEFEEAEE L2, FRREERICEAZZ LR F T B TUEFELFETICORAITTL
723y (BREGEIRTT) o 7272 LAMERER MES R X 9
(DEFEEICEZE L2 DB D (—=7.1)
(2BEEEIEALZ LD D (—T72N)
(B)HFEEICHEFE L2 D EALZZ L v (FEEAN)
7.1 WIZO%LEHIZ) AV ET,
ECVTER AT A FEE LTWE Lok ?

7.2 IO%LZHIZ) B ET,
E N S THEATWE Lz ?

B TR = VPBEDOREICBER 728w MEA L BHDbETEHTIOMDY £,
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KOBERLI Yes TEX D LET, 2OBE, BAOERNE 2 £b.OXE5IIh5
MEZTLIZE W, EE6 00008 5120% LTL 230,

%1 : Do you have a cellphone?
@F->TET, b. FFo TV E A,

1. Did you see the doctor yesterday?
a IT& % L7 b. 1> T%HWVWTT,

2. Can’t you swim?

a. iﬂkbj—‘ij_o b. ?ﬂkbjsi’@.‘/\/o

3. You have finished doing your homework, haven’t you?
a #bhFE L7, b. #boTWEHA,

4 . Aren’t you hungry now?
a. %Hﬁfj—o b. g:“ﬂﬁ“(“@iﬁ‘\/‘f“j_o

5. Youaren’t a student, are you?
a. FHTT, b. FHETIEZWTT,

6. Don’t you have enough money?

a. %O‘(ij_o b. F‘tofi“ﬂ.‘/\/o

7 . Can you play the piano?
a. gﬁbj-i‘j—o b. a%bj’i’@_/uo

8. Didn’t you finish reading the book?
a. #bh F L7 b. #b o> THRVTT,

9. You met him yesterday, didn’t you?
a. XWVFE L7, b. ZoTWEH A,

10. Haven’t you ever been to the United States?
a fro7z2kdHh F9, b. fTo/zZ & WTY

Tid, FEBIZHEATLZ S v,
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ROBERLIZ TR £ DA TELLE LET. ZOBE A2 OERNED a. &
b. 0)&%%0 GRANEZTLIEZE W, Y5500 205 ~O%Lf<f:é’w‘o

1. dOREDOHERZT T TORVD?
a. ZlFTwb, b. =TTk,

2. WEHWRBE TRz T72?
a. ZWFF L7 b. ZT o7,

3. HH. HHIZIZAERTVW RV ?
a. ﬁ/\i Lf:o b. ﬁ/{f&l/\o

4. PO TITh? (e ob=F572< KIFRWADZ L, A person who cannot swim is called
Kanazuchi in Japanese.)

a. PEIHTY, b. PO L L2 %WVWTY,

5. Faal— b MIFELxRVD?
a. a}%'@j‘o b. &?g D@&‘/)T—j‘o

6. HEH. BEZIZAENR:?
a. BEXF L7 b. ERXTWIH A,

7. ITEBAEC R XA
a. ERETY . b. EREL 2T,

8. M. YLIAToTWETAN?
a. IT&F L7 b. fToTWEH A,

9. HOOR—NVRUFFoTWARWTTn?
a. FFoTwEJ, b. FoTwEH A,

10. 4HIZZ A NVEE->TE?
a HoT&xF L7, b. FEoTETWIHA,

11, LYRBLELZNTE»?
a. ’/Z‘%Tj‘o b. ﬁz‘%fib\‘(\‘j‘o

12, Jel, hoF T IAT&EEL?
a. IT&F L7 b. fToTWEH A,
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13

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

TTATN DLy AV EZITIEZENE TIHR?

a Y FTY, b. 0 A

BHH. I3/ S—7 1 —1ZkFTh2?
a.ﬂ%ij_o b.%i“@.—/\/o

SHIZEL 2w ?
a. %El/\/c\j—o b.%< &b\/@j—o

WEH., SEREZfms L L L7zh?
a. LI L7 b. LEHATL,

AR—=FTH v EfolzZ &7
a.dJ?)V) i‘a—o b.&\/\/&j—o

S HFROMEREICIIITEE LA ?

afT&EF L7 b AT&E FH A
Wtz 4 ¥ 71EETIE RV ?
a 38 TY, b. BE L2 B\ TT,

HORFFE-> TRV TT LA?
a. %%O‘/Ci—a_o b. ?%O‘/Cifl/\o
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Appendix 2: The Results of all forty-seven people who volunteered

Dt

02 03 04 0o 06 Q7 08 09 Q10 Jor JO2 Ja3 Jo4 JO5 JO6 J4T JOB JQ9 JQ10 JQTT Q12 JA13 JO14 JAT5 JA16 JO17 JO18 JA19 JA20

Inaba (2016)
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