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Ultimate attainment is a major area of interest within the field of second language
acquisition. Although some second/foreign (L2) language speakers achieve nativelike
proficiency in the L2, most individuals fall short of native mastery. Traditionally,
researchers have investigated differences in L2 ultimate attainment in relation to age
effects, often arguing that speakers learning a second/foreign language past a
biologically determined period are unable to reach native(like) attainment (DeKeyser,
2000; Granena & Long, 2013; Johnson & Newport, 1989; Lenneberg, 1967). However,
this explanation fails to account for speakers who succeed in spite of their late
acquisition as well as those who are unable to reach nativelike proficiency despite their
early onset. In addition to age, previous studies have shown that the varying degrees
of L2 attainment can be partially explained by language aptitude (Abrahamsson &
Hyltenstam, 2008; Li, 2015; Sparks et al., 2011) and the input received (Flege & Liu,
2001; Moyer, 2011). Crucially, recent research suggests that aptitude seems to also
play a role in L1 acquisition (Dgbrowska, 2018) and effects of input have also been
reported for native language development (Unsworth, 2013).

The aim of this study was to further explore the contributions of input and aptitude to
language acquisition, and in particular, grammatical attainment, by assessing the
potential effects of these two predictors on grammatical proficiency in the L1 and L2 of
the same group of speakers. We recruited 75 participants, all native speakers of Greek
who had learned English as a foreign language in Greece and immigrated to the United
Kingdom in adulthood (mean age of arrival =27.3, SD =6.4). Grammatical proficiency
was measured through a grammaticality judgment task administered in both the L1
and the L2. Aptitude was measured through Sentence Pairs, a task assessing
grammatical sensitivity based on the Words In Sentences test from the MLAT battery.
Finally, the amount of input was measured using a new cumulative measure that
captured L1 and L2 exposure throughout the participants’ lifespan.

Results revealed a strong relationship between exposure and grammatical proficiency
in the L2, as expected, and, most interestingly, a relationship between aptitude and
grammatical proficiency in both the participants’ L1 and L2 that was stronger for the
former. The effect of input fits in well with usage-based accounts of language
acquisition (Bybee & Beckner, 2009; Tomasello, 2009). The findings regarding aptitude
suggest that explicit aptitude is relevant for L1 acquisition and not only L2 learning, as
previously believed, thus challenging the claim that L1 and L2 acquisition are
fundamentally different.
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