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ABSTRRACT ,

A group of 18 children from 5 to 12 years old in a
FLES course in Mandarin Chinese were graded by three native speakers
on their ability to repeat Mandarin Chinese sentences with which they
were already familiar and on their ability to produce appropriate
sentences to describe posters used in the Chinese class. These grades
in Chinese were correlatsd with *the children's age in months and with
their scores on two subtests of the Wing Standardised Test of Musical
TIntelligence and five subtests of the Illinois Test of
Psycholinguistic Abilities. A1l correlations between age, musicel
talent and psycholinguistic abilities on the one hand and achievement
in Chinese on the other were positive, but only correlations sith
certain of the subscales of the ITPA vwere statistically significant.
The results suggest a positive relationship between psycholinguistic
maturity and poten+tial success in foreign language learning.
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1. There is an inverse relationship between age and the ability

the apility to Jeam &
3. There iz a positive relationship between certain types of

paycholimguistic ability and the ability to learn a foreign

The Literature

There have been several recent discussions of the widespread

thal the ability to learn a foreign language diminishes with age

(see Olson and Samuels 1973), but two points emerge: 1) Only a few
writers claim & superiority for younger children in all skills {Penfield
gnd Roberts 1950, Andersson 1973), but more claim that younger children

are superior in learning pronunciation (see Diller 1971 for ovne explana-

g

tion). i

) Experimental studies ecomparing achievement in lamguage learners
of differvent ages tend to show an overall advantage for alder learners
(Asher and Price 1967), while studies of pronunciation as an isolated as-
pect have mixed results, with some showing betier performance among younger

learners (Herold 1970), while.others show older learners superior in
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1934, Arellano and Draper

Dexter and Omwake (193h) found little or no relationship betwee
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and Comrey 1962, Elickenstaff 1963) indeed found such a relationship.
Eternc (1951) found a relationship between overall musical talent as

measured by another test and success in foreign language pronunciation,

,H
ey

Psycholinguistic Ability: There is an extensive literature on the

relationship between I.Q. and foreign language learning ability, but recent
criticism ~»f the vagueness of the concept of a global I.Q. suggestis that
certain specific verbal or psycholinguistic abilities might be more rele-
yant to foreign language learning success. Studies of the relationship be-
tween these psycholinguistic abilities and foreign language learning is
still scanty, however. Pimsleur, Stockwell and Comrey (1962) found that
verbal I.Q. and word fluency influenced foreign languege learning, while
Connor (1968) found non-achievers in audio-lingual courses scored lower

in digit-span tests than did achievers,

The Experiment.
Eighteen children aged 5 to 12, participants in a volu untary, after-

hours course in Mandarin Chinese at an Ames, Jowa, elementary school, were

the experimental subjects, It was hoped that by using children from the
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whole range covered by elementary schcol it would be possibie to detect

any age-related trend in learning ability.

were given five subtests from the Illinois Test of

Psycholinguistic Abilities, an instrument used widely for diagnostic work

amorg children ranging from preschool through the fourth grade, and two

ical Intelligence, a te

subtests from the Wing Standardised Test of Mus
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usually used in Great Britain with older elementary school children.
Seores on Lhe standardized tests were correlated with grades given oy

Chinese who llatéﬁed to tape-recorded
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samples of the children's performance in the target language. Two re-

i's performance during the ten-week dura-
tion of the course. Each sample consisted of their repeti;ions of fifteen
tape-recorded sentences familiar to them and their responses to fifteen
posters which they were told to describe in Chinese. The children had al-
ready learued to associate Chinese sentences with most of the posters.
Describing some of the posters rvequirel o certain amount of reasoning by
analogy, combining vocabulary items from two or more phrases previously
learned.

The three native speakers, none of whom knew the children, listened

to each ~entence and rated it on a scale of 1 to 5. These grades were then

averaged and totaled to give two grades

=

(of sentences heard on tape) and the other for

chosen on the basis of their hypothesized relevance to foreign language
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learning. They were as {ollows:

Verbal expression: The number of

names when asked to describve a common
ball.

Grammatical closure: The number
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in completing crally

Aunditory closure: The number of

to guess when the

o

The number of wo

from sounds pronounced separately by t

Auditory sequential memory: The

gquences of numbers the subject can rep

Subzests of the Wing Standardised

are presented orally with sounds or syllables omitted.

\r"‘

separate concepts the subjec

of standard English forms the sub-

es like "This is a child.

familiar words the subject is able

rds the subject can put together
number of increasingly longer se-
eat.

Test of Musical Intelligence

g

mentioned in

chivarn were those already m

Two chords are

Tonal perception:
~ither identical or differ by a single
iz the case, and tell if the note that

» Two short tunes ar

note. The subject must tell which not
It was hypothesized that if tonal
relevant to foreign language learning

in learning a tone language li¥e Chines

Results

Ly ]

Pearson product moment

the literature:

played in succession. They are
note. The subject must state which
is different is higher or lower.
e played which differ by a single
e iz different,

perception and tonal memory were

they would be particularly important

orrelations (r) were calculated between
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months, scores on the five subtests of psycholinguistic ability and the

two subtests of musical avility on the other. The results are summarized

Age Verbal Grammatical Auditory
Expression Closure Closure
Froduction 0.46 0.43 0.50% 0.21
Repetition 0.42 0.36 0.65%% 0.60%*
Sound Auditory Tonal Tonal
Blending Sequential Perception Memory
Memory
Production D.61%*% 0.23 39 0.19
Repetition 0.43 0.67%* 0.31 0.23

=

¥zignificant to .05 level

¥%¥gignificant to .01 level

Conclusions

1. The hypothesis of a negative relationship between age and foreign

language learning is not sustained. Even repetition of foreign language

L]

sentences improves with age, although not quite as much as production. The

relationship between age and foreign language production does not quite

reach statistical significance at the .05 level.

P

The hypothesis that musical talent, specifically as measured by

]

tests of tcnal perception and tonal memory, is correlated with success in

learning a cone language like Chinese, was not sustained. The scores of

cieshiin

both subtests cor¥elate positively with the foreign language grades, with

7

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

ot
]
—
1)
=
b
]
H
i
Y
o7
o
s
8]
ot
il
pma
o
o
o
Iy

iz statisiieally significant.

holinguistic ability, grammatical

and productien.
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of standard English
nguage development. Since th

Jsle 111gu1g11c Abllltle ~are also de-
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inguistic maturity and several of

them have statistically significant correlations with either production
neral maturity of language development is

14
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language, and not a hindrance, as Fe

and Roberts (1959) suggest. Or it may simply be that children who find

learn their native language also find it easier to learn a
forelgn language.
Tndications that auditory closure and auditory sequential memory are

significantly related to the ability to repeat sentences in a foreign
lnnguage are not surprising, but the relationship between sound hE@hding

and foreign language production calls for more investigation. -The whole

area of relationships between certain measurable types of ps ycholinguistic
abilities and foreign language learning is, as a matter of fact, one which

merits further rvesearch.
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