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Abstract: Language attrition is a phenomenon of weakening or losing language ability in the process 

of language learning, which is of guiding significance to study language attrition in foreign language 

and mother tongue teaching. It is found that the research of China's language attrition research from 

foreign countries to local research, as the research field of applied linguistics, after investigation, 

most of the related topics are funded by the colleges and universities; the research perspective tends 

to be diversified, this paper mainly studies the attrition of English skills in Chinese context from the 

aspects of empirical research. The main problems existing in research on language attrition: various 

studies rarely integrate language acquisition to carry out related analysis; the time span and tracking 

research of language attrition need more results; the attrition factors and cause analysis need to be 

further studied with psychology, cognitive linguistics, and Eurolinguistics and sociolinguistics; in 

our multilingual environment, the research on mother tongue and language attrition cannot be 

ignored; the language attrition condition should be paid attention to; the research on language 

attrition in China needs to form a local language attrition theory system to adapt to the development 

of language learning.  
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__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Language attrition is the process of losing a native or first language. This process is generally caused 

by isolation from speakers of the first language and the acquisition and use of a second language, 

which interferes with the correct production and comprehension of the first language. This 

interference from a second language is likely experienced to some extent by all bilinguals, but it is 

most evident among speakers for whom a language other than their first has started to play an 

important, if not dominant, role in everyday life; these speakers are at a higher risk for experiencing 

language attrition. A notable example of this is found in immigrants, who may move to a country in 

which a language foreign to them is spoken, and go on to use that later-learned environmental 

language in their daily lives. Their gradual decline in proficiency in their first language, resulting 

from both isolation from other speakers of their first language and interference from the second 

language they are acquiring, and it is considered language attrition. 
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2. RESEARCH BACKGROUND  

Compared with the studies of other branches of linguistics such as language acquisition, the 

systematic study on language attrition has rather short history. It was not until the holding of 

inaugural conference on “Attrition of Language Skills” at the University of Pennsylvania in1980 that 

the study began to attract much attention and developed into an independent discipline. In the 

beginning, it was only regarded as the synonym of language shift, language lose or even language 

death. While, since the conference, a large number of studies have been conducted abroad, and there 

emerge a number of representative and influential scholars in this field,  such as Sherwood, Lambert, 

Kopje, Welters, Salinger, Bah rick, Hansen, Gardner, Tomiyama, Berman, Olsten, etc. Some of their 

studies are quite enlightening, including Tomiyama (1999), Hansen (1999), Welters (1987) and bah 

rick (1984) and the recent studies of Schmidt & Dusseldorf (2010) and Badoni-Harling & Stringer 

(2010). In spite of the different theories, methods and approaches adopted, the study focus of attrition 

can be either on variables affecting language attrition (sociological aspects), on which part of 

language skill is lost  (linguistic aspects) or on the mechanism of how it is lost (psycholinguistic 

aspects).   

2.1 Significance of the Study  

Considering  the  time  and  energy  put  into  formal  and  informal  English  learning process, the fact 

that once graduated the acquired English would be forgotten or lost forever is quite disturbing. And it 

would be a hard and time-consuming job to retrieve them once needed.  Thus an urgent demand for 

the study of language attrition, especially second language attrition in China is particularly urgent as a 

supplement to second language acquisition. The theoretical and practical research value of the study 

can be explained as follows. 

2.1.1 Theoretical Significance  

Since acquisition and attrition are both inseparable parts of language learning process, the study of 

second language attrition appears to be inevitably necessary to provide some insights into the 

maintenance of the language. The study of English attrition can help gain a better understanding of 

the mechanism or pattern of attrition process and find a way to make language skills immune to the 

erosion of time. Unfortunately  though there is vast literature on  second language acquisition (SLA), 

the literature on second language attrition so far is relatively rare, especially lacked in Chinese 

context. According to Kopje (2004: 1333), “the field of attrition is still far less extensive, less 

theoretically sophisticated” than other area of linguistic study. Most of the studies in this field have 

been conducted based on learners from western cultures.  The only country in Asia possessing a 

special standing is Japan, where scholars such as Tomiyama (1999), Hansen (1999) and Yoshitomi 

(1992, 1999) all contribute to the development of attrition of second language in Japanese context. 

2.1.2 Practical Significance  

Besides the theoretical significance the study brings, there is also great practical value in it. China has 

the largest population of English learners, yet still suffers from the gradual attrition after the formal 

language study or training. By making clear how the factors such as initial proficiency, exposure to 

the attrite language affect language attrition and maintaining, this study can give learners of English 

light of hope to urge English attrition.  They can benefit from the study by reaching the level of 

English “critical threshold” when learning English, cause once learners’ English proficiency level 
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reaches this threshold, attrition will not easily occur. They can also maintain the English ability by 

increasing exposure to English when formal learning finishes. Thus this thesis can make a 

contribution to the English learning in China as well as provide a solution to resist erosion of time. 

Furthermore, it will cost less time and energy when second language learners intend to relearn 

English when they need. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Research on language attrition, starting in the 1980s, is a relatively new subject in comparison with 

language acquisition study. During its thirty years of development, studies on language attrition have 

experienced three periods. The literature in the field  

Mainly focuses on its definition, classification, the factors influencing language attrition and major 

approaches and hypotheses concerning language attrition. Previous literature on language attrition 

will be reviewed in this chapter to look into its nature and provide some guideline for the present 

dissertation.  

3.1 Foreign Language Attrition-Definition and Typology  

In this part, the basic knowledge about language attrition, including its definition, classification and 

the factors affecting it will be clarified. In addition, the nature of language attrition will also be 

explored in the process of defining the language phenomenon.  

3.1.1 Definition and Nature of Language Attrition  

Language skill development is not merely a one-way accumulated perfection, during which process 

there also exists certain drawbacks due to various reasons. That is to say, an individual’s language 

skills may regress or even disappear sometimes. The loss of language skills can be caused by various 

reasons, among which brain damage can be counted as one.  The phenomenon of language loss 

caused by neurological impairment is coined as aphasia. The interest in aphasia from linguists, 

psycholinguists and neurolinguists can date back to mid 19s and still increasing today.  

Nevertheless, aphasia is only an extreme case of language loss. What is more, noteworthy is the 

common language loss as a consequence of the discontinuity of learning or acquisition process of a 

second or foreign language. 

3.1.2 Typology of Language Attrition  

Lambert and freed’s definition (1982: 67) also made an attempt to find out which language is attrited 

in what kind of linguistic environment, which is mainly concerned with the classification of language 

attrition. Generally speaking, three ways of classifying language attrition are accepted in the literature 

of the field.  The first classification was made between mother language attrition and foreign 

language attrition according to the language attrited. Second, Weltens (1987: 25-26) has made two 

distinctions of language attrition. The first distinction was made between natural language attrition 

and pathological language attrition caused by aphasia from human brain injury or aging. The other 

distinction was between intergenerational language attrition and intergenerational language attrition. 

The first refers to the attrition of a certain language through generations often among a language 

community, and the latter refers to language attrited in individual level.  

3.2 Variables Affecting Second Language Attrition  

One of the purposes of language attrition study is to discover the variables that contribute to attrition. 

This is extremely important in that this could help know about the attrition process and find out means 
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to prevent or slow down the pace of attrition. Eight factors have been proven making contribution to 

the attrition of foreign language skills, including initial proficiency, the duration of non-use period, 

exposure to the attrited language, motivation & attitude, age, gender, ways of acquisition, and literacy 

(Ni, 2009). According to Ni, exposure to the attrited language is the strongest affecting factor, and 

initial proficiency comes the second. While before that Kennedy (1932: 132-146) had proved that the 

most important indicator of language attrition is initial proficiency. Weltens (1987: 22-37), Grendel 

(1993), Tomiyama (1999: 59-79) etc., all verified that duration of attrition affects attrition to certain 

extent. Gardner & Lysynchuk (1990) mainly assessed the role of sociolinguistic factors, such as 

attitudes, aptitude, motivation and language use on the acquisition and retention of second language. 

All the eight factors are going to be reviewed in this section, with the three most important factors, 

participants’ initial proficiency, and amount of exposure to the attired language and the length of 

non-use, explained in detail. 

3.3 Hypothesis in Second Language Attrition  

Language attrition is often explored in perspectives of linguistics and psycholinguistics, and several 

hypotheses have been proposed besides the above mentioned the Critical Thresholds Hypothesis and 

Activation Threshold Hypothesis.  

4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGIES 

The methodology adopted for this research is in accordance with relevant research questions, which is 

critically important to decide on appropriate subjects, instruments and data collection methods. The 

purposes of the research (research questions), the design of appropriate questionnaires and test papers, 

the selection of the targets, the procedures taken are included in this part. Furthermore, a 

comprehensive scientific qualitative and quantitative analysis of data is necessary to make sure the 

validity and reliability of generalizations.  

5. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The phenomenon of language attrition actually occurs among the English major graduates in China. 

The question is what is lost and how much is lost in what pattern. What follows next is the exploring 

of the reasons for the attrition in order to put forward some useful suggestions to prevent attrition or 

reduce the amount of attrition.  

5.1 Subjects  

The main purpose of the thesis is to investigate L2 (English) attrition among those who have stopped 

their formal English-learning or reduced the time of English-learning. Therefore the most appropriate 

subjects are college graduates of English majors who are supposed to have reached a relatively high 

level of English proficiency.  Since proficiency prior to attrition is considered to be a major viable 

affecting attrition (Vechter et al. 1990: 200; Ni & Yan, 2006: 53), the subjects’ previous score of 

TEM8 should be collected to serve as a baseline.   

5.2 Research Method  

The main research methods adopted in language acquisition study can be also applied to language 

attrition study, the two most widely accepted of which longitudinal method and cross-sectional 

method are. The literature of these two methods will be reviewed to justify the choice in this study. 

 

 



Volume 6 Issue 5 2018 

56 

5.3 Instruments  

The research consists of two main instruments, a questionnaire and proficiency test (TEM8 in 

different year) to access subjects’ English proficiency level after attrition.  The questionnaire is used 

to collect participants’ background information, their previous TEM8 score and the information about 

the amount of exposure to English during the attrition process.  While the proficiency test is used as a 

measurement of participants’ English proficiency level at the moment of the research. The 

distinctions between subjects’ previous TEM8 score and the score of the same TEM8 paper taken at 

the moment of the research are compared and analyzed. The SPSS and Excel are utilized in the 

analyzing process. 

6. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

All the results of the investigation are to be presented in this chapter.  First, a general profile of 

attrition exhibited in the participants is to be shown. Then attrition of the participants’ specific 

language skills is to be displayed. At last the influence of initial proficiency, the exposure to the 

language on language attrition is to be explored and analyzed. The scores of the test and the responses 

of the questionnaire are all to be analyzed by Excel and SPSS. 

Before the exploration of the question, it is necessary to clarify whether there is correlation between 

proficiency prior to attrition and attrition degree. In order to investigate the influence of initial 

proficiency on L2 attrition, other major variables affecting the degree of attrition should be held 

constant, such as the duration of attrition. Therefore, the subjects graduated in the same year should 

be further divided into two groups according to their English proficiency prior to attrition. The 

previous results of mean attrition degree indicates the most drastic change in degree happens during 

the first two years and more than 6 years, while the degree from 2ndyear to 6th year almost remains 

constant. Thus one particular timing is chosen to analyze relationship between initial proficiency and 

attrition degree—4th year after graduation.  

7. CONCLUSION 

As the process of language attrition are the complex interactions among quite  a few factors, the 

investigation of only two variables in the present study is certainly  not sufficient. Even though the 

two factors handled in this paper-initial proficiency level and the amount of exposure are two most 

important variables, future exclusive investigations of all the factors are quite necessary. Besides, the 

variables do not exist independently; certain variables can interact with each other and have mutual 

functions on attrition. Therefore, the interaction nature of different variables should be taken into 

consideration in future study. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Higher Education Reform Project in Heilongjiang Province (SJGY20170451); Project Supported by 

Heilongjiang Bay Agricultural University (XRW2017-11). 

REFERENCES 

[1] Elmendorf, S. 1980. Reacquisition of a second language: An example of the English negation [M]. Kiel: 

English’s Seminar der Universidad Kiel.  

[2] Bah rick, H. P. 1984. Fifty years of second language attrition:  Implications for programmatic research [J]. 

Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 32: 1-45.  

[3] Bales, P. B. 1968. Longitudinal and cross-sectional sequences in the study of age and generation effects. 

Hunan Development, 11 (3), 145-171.  



Volume 6 Issue 5 2018 

57 

[4] Bardovi-Harlig, K. & Stringer, D. 2010. Variables in second language attrition: Advancing the state of the 

art [J].  Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 32: 1-45.  

[5] Cohen, A. D. 1975. Forgetting a Second Language [J]. Language Learning, 25 (1), 127-138. 


