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Two invited lectures on Brain and Language:  

Real-time brain activation in bilingualism:  

Effects of age of acquisition, language proficiency,  

L1-L2 interactions, and L1attrition after L2 immersion 
4:00 p.m.   Karsten Steinhauer, Ph.D. 

Event-related brain potentials (ERPs) provide an excellent tool to investigate the temporal dynamics of language 
processing, including the fascinating neural changes that take place when language learners become more 
proficient in their second language (L2). In my talk, I will present data from a variety of large-scale ERP studies 
investigating second language acquisition in both artificial languages and natural languages, at different levels 
of L2 proficiency. I will argue that there is little evidence for a strict ‘critical period’ in the domain of late 
acquired L2 morpho-syntax and that L2 proficiency rather than age of language acquisition predicts the brain's 
activation patterns, including "native-like" activity at very high levels of proficiency. The general dynamics of 
these changes, however, is modulated by factors such as one's first language (L1) background (e.g., ‘transfer 
effects’) and the type of language exposure (e.g., immersion versus classroom instruction). If time allows, I will 
also present the first ERP data demonstrating how long-term immersion in L2 can affect the real-time 
processing of one’s first language. 

 

 

Event-Related Potential (ERP) studies of  

Specific Language Impairment (SLI) 
 

5:00 p.m.  Phaedra Royle, Ph.D. 

 
A number of difficulties arise in the study of language development with or without ERPs. Although children 
show relatively systematic linguistic behavior, they are often unable to perform linguistic tasks. Furthermore, 
children usually cannot read. Studies of auditory language processing without task demands using ERPs allow us 
to monitor child language acquisition and processing while circumventing formal testing and written input. In 
this talk I will review a number of pitfalls and challenges in language processing ERP designs for the study of 
children with SLI. In particular I will highlight 1. Mistaken assumptions about what is being processed at a given 
point during a task (i.e., ungrammatical structures that are not ungrammatical at the point where they are 
analyzed), 2. Design flaws (e.g., analyzing ERPs time-locked to the wrong stimulus or apparent baseline 
problems) and 3. Methodological challenges involved in developing oral language stimuli for child oriented tasks 
(e.g., effects of co-articulation, stress, speech rate, age-of acquisition of words or structures, etc.). Although 
many issues remain, research on language acquisition using ERPs holds the potential to help us better 
understand SLI.  Promising avenues of research will be suggested. 

 

 


