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Abstract

The present review provides a brief overview of relevant theories and empirical findings relating to the effects of
age on second language acquisition and evaluates the notion of ‘“younger is better’ in educational language learning
contexts. While some evidence suggests that age is a strong predictor of language learning, there are certain caveats
required. The implications of research into the effects of age on second language acquisition for language teaching

are also explored.
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1. Introduction

The study of the effects of age on second or addi-
tional language (L2) learning has attracted the interest
of numerous researchers over many decades. Birdsong
and Vanhove (2016) observed that learning of a second
language in infancy is generally associated with effort-
less language processing, fluent speech, and the devel-
opment of an accent that is indistinguishable from that
of native speakers of that language. On the other hand,
learners who learn their second language later in life
tend to perform significantly more poorly than native
speakers of the language on measurements of lexical
knowledge, grammatical knowledge and processing
speed, and speak the second language with a discerni-
ble non-native accent.

While researchers generally agree that there exists
a relationship between age and success in second lan-
guage learning, where younger learners typically
achieve greater success in learning a second language
over time as compared to a learner who begins learning
the L2 only in adulthood, the precise nature of this re-
lationship is still hotly debated, with numerous expla-
nations put forward in an attempt to explain this phe-
nomenon. This article will discuss the effects of age on
second language acquisition and will evaluate the ve-
racity of the notion of “younger is better’ in educational
language learning contexts. It will then explore

implications of research related to age effects on second
language acquisition on language teaching.

2. Discussion of the effect of age on
SLA

2.1. Relevant theories and empirical studies on
the effects of age on SLA

Some researchers have suggested that the relation-
ship between age and success in second language ac-
quisition is due to the existence of a critical period in
language exposure and learning. The critical period
perspective in language learning suggests that after a
certain maturational point, the L2 learner is no longer
capable of achieving native-like proficiency in the lan-
guage (Long, 1990). The critical period perspective on
second language acquisition also appears to be sup-
ported by studies on immigrants who had arrived in a
new country that used a different native language.
Oyama (1976) found that amongst immigrants who had
learned English at various ages and had been in the
United States for various amounts of time, age at arrival
was a strong predictor of degree of accent, while the
length of stay had very little effect.

Other practice and motivational factors were re-
lated to participants’ accents only by virtue of their cor-
relation with age at arrival, suggesting that a sensitive
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period exists for the acquisition of a non-native phono-
logical system. Similarly, Patkowski (1980) tested the
syntactic proficiency in English of sixty-seven immi-
grants who had come to the United States at various
ages and resided in this country for various periods of
time. These participants were also administered a ques-
tionnaire to gather information concerning practice and
instructional variables. Patkowski (1980) found that the
participants’ age at arrival was a strong predictor of
syntactic proficiency while other independent variables
had very little effect, providing support for the hypoth-
esis of an age-related limitation on the ability to acquire
full command of syntax in a second language.
However, the relationship between age and second
language acquisition is not necessarily clear-cut. For in-
stance, in research evaluating the results of second lan-
guage programs conducted during primary and elemen-
tary school, researchers generally found that students
who were given early exposure to a second language
and were then integrated into classes containing stu-
dents without such experience did not maintain a clear
advantage in L2 proficiency for more than a short pe-
riod of time over those who began learning the L2 lan-
guage at secondary school (e.g., Oller & Nagato, 1974).
In a similar vein, some studies also seemed to demon-
strate an advantage for younger learners (e.g.,
Cochrane & Sachs, 1979), while others seemed to indi-
cate that older children and adults were better at second
language learning than younger children (e.g., Asher &
Price, 1967; Olson & Samuels, 1973). Krashen et al.
(1979) attempted to resolve these inconsistencies by
categorizing the research studies investigating this
topic into two types of empirical studies — namely stud-
ies looking at the effect of age and initial rate of learn-
ing of the second language, and studies looking at the
effect of age on eventual attainment of the second lan-
guage. After the studies were categorized as such,
Krashen et al. (1979) were able to make certain gener-
alizations to account for the supposed inconsistencies
between the different studies that helped provide clarity
on the effect of age on second language acquisition.
Krashen et al. (1979) observed that, in naturalistic set-
tings, older learners were able to acquire certain aspects
of a second language at a faster rate than younger learn-
ers during the beginning of the language acquisition
process, such as in areas such as morphological and
syntactic development in the second language. How-
ever, in naturalistic settings, the younger learners
tended to catch up and eventually surpass older chil-
dren and adults in their eventual proficiency in the sec-
ond language. Consistent with Krashen et al. (1979)’s
observations, Munoz and Singleton (2011) also ob-
served that comparisons made between the age of ac-
quisition of the second language and the length of resi-
dence in the target language community revealed that
the correlation between age of initial learning and pro-
ficiency is higher than the correlation between the

duration of residence and proficiency, providing further
support for the impact of age effects on second lan-
guage acquisition.

2.2. Evaluation of the notion of ‘younger is better’
in educational language learning contexts

Research studies suggest that the idea of “younger
is better’ in educational language learning contexts re-
quires certain caveats. Firstly, the idea of ‘younger is
better’ may be more applicable to learners learning the
L2 in more naturalistic settings, as compared to learners
learning the L2 in more formal settings, such as in the
second language classroom. Munoz (2008) found that
early-starting formal L2 learners did not surpass late-
starting formal L2 learners in varied measures of L2
proficiency even in the long term. Similarly, Munoz
(2006) tested Spanish-Catalan college students with an
average of more than ten years of instruction in their L2
(English language) and found that age did not correlate
significantly with participants’ performance on general
proficiency, lexical knowledge, and phonetic percep-
tion. As these studies were carried out within a formal
school context, Munoz and Singleton (2011) suggested
that learners learning the L2 in such contexts received
limited amounts of language input, rarely exceeding
seven hundred hours, and that the limited quantity of
input that learners in a formal second language learning
setting meant that younger learners would require a
much longer period of time to reach the same level or
outperform older learners. This was because older
learners would have higher cognitive maturity and
would be better able to use strategies to support their
learning and acquisition of the L2 (Tragant & Victori,
2006; Victori & Tragant, 2003).

Secondly, the idea of ‘younger is better’ in educa-
tional language learning contexts is also confounded to
some extent by contextual variables such as the extent
of contact the learner has with the L2, as well as the
quality of L2 input received by the learner, which in
turn affects the relationship between age and eventual
proficiency in the second language. The quality of L2
input received by the learners and the amount of contact
with the L2 during second language acquisition also
impact their rates of acquisition of the language as well
as the ultimate level of proficiency that they achieve,
with a higher quality of L2 input and higher amount of
contact with the L2 leading to better L2 proficiency
outcomes. For instance, Flege et al. (1995) observed
that L2 learners’ extent of engagement in informal per-
sonal domains with others in the L2 was a useful pre-
dictor of native-like pronunciation, while Marinova-
Todd (2003) found that the most proficient L2 speakers
lived with native speakers. Young learners and older
learners differ greatly in sociocultural context, making
it difficult to untangle the contribution of context from
that of age in second language proficiency and attain-
ment. Specifically, earlier exposure to the L2 may allow
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the younger learner to be exposed to a greater variety
of formal and informal contact sources within both pro-
fessional and personal domains with greater frequency
and consistency of personal contact. This results in
more practice opportunities and increased fluency and
proficiency in the L2. For example, Jia and Aaronson’s
(2003) longitudinal study found that the five-year-old
in their study had more opportunities to interact with
others in their L2, and had more L2 speaking friends as

compared to adolescents participating in the same study.

Similarly, in a study involving adult participants from
different countries, Jia et al. (2002) found that partici-
pants’ performance in an oral and written grammatical-

ity judgment test in their L1 and in English (participants’

L2) were negatively correlated, and that adult partici-
pants with greater proficiency in their L2 reported us-
ing the L2 at home more than participants who demon-
strated a lower proficiency in their L2. As such, it is
unclear if the higher final proficiency in the L2
achieved by younger learners is due to solely their age
of exposure to the L2, or due to confounding factors
such as differences in the number of interactions in-
volving the L2, differences in the relative use of the L1
relative to the L2, and differences in the quality of L2
input received from their interactions.

Thirdly, the idea of ‘younger is better’ in educa-
tional language learning contexts is also confounded to
some extent by the influence of psychological and so-
cio-affective factors. Moyer (2004) found that psycho-
logical factors, such as one’s satisfaction with their own
phonological attainment in the L2 and personal motiva-
tion to be fluent in the L2 were reliably able to predict
about 74% of the variance in proficiency between L2
German learners. The predictive power of these two
variables was observed to be greater than the effect of
age of acquisition and length of residence in Germany
combined (which only accounted for 56% of the total
variance in proficiency between L2 German learners),
indicating that psychological factors also played a sig-
nificant and influential role in the eventual L2 profi-
ciency of the learner. Learners with greater motivation
and intention to be fluent in the L2 and who were satis-
fied with their own phonological attainment in the L2
were more likely to achieve higher proficiency and flu-
ency in their L2. In a similar vein, the learner’s linguis-
tic and cultural affiliation to the L2 also impacts their
eventual L2 proficiency and fluency — L2 learners who
are more motivated to sound like a native speaker are
more likely to achieve higher fluency and proficiency
in their L2.

On the other hand, learners who consciously or
unconsciously decide to develop their L2 only to a cer-
tain extent for functionality purposes, allowing them to
be fluent, but without having to adopt new ways at the
perceived expense of their old, familiar ways (Pavlenko
& Lantolf, 2000) would tend to have more variations in
their speech as compared to native L2 speakers. This

indicates that psychological and socio-affective factors,
whose effects may be more pronounced in second lan-
guage acquisition in older learners, may also impact the
relationship between age and second language profi-
ciency. Younger learners are typically exposed to L2
due to reasons beyond their control, such as due to fam-
ily migration to another country, and may not have spe-
cific motivations in relation to learning the L2. On the
other hand, psychological and affective factors are
more likely to play a more impactful role on their mo-
tivation to learn the L2, in turn influencing factors such
as their willingness to engage with the L2 in different
contexts, the amount of practice they have with the L2,
and their overall proficiency and fluency in the L2.

2.3. Implications on Language Teaching

The factors that affect the relationship between
age and second language acquisition have implications
for language teaching. Regardless of the age of the
learner, it highlights the importance of ensuring that the
learner is able to gain more exposure to higher quality
input in the L2 through interacting with others in the
language. This suggests that language teaching should
try to incorporate as many naturalistic immersion op-
portunities as possible for learners to practice their L2,
and to be exposed to quality input in the L2. This can
include opportunities to interact with one another, with
fellow L2 learners who are at a higher proficiency in
the L2, as well as native users of the L2. Webb (2020)
proposed that language learning in L2 should incorpo-
rate extensive exposure to the L2 through the provision
of multiple types of meaning-focused input based on
the learners’ interest alongside an extensive reading of
L2 texts on topics that the learner is interested in, such
as viewing of L2 television shows and videos as well
as listening to L2 songs. Having multiple modes of in-
put incorporated within a language learning program
would increase the possibility that learners will find a
source of input that particularly motivates them to learn
the L2 on their own, hence increasing their extent of
exposure to the L2.

It also highlights the importance of considering
psycho-social and affective factors, such as the interest,
learning needs, and the background knowledge of the
learner when language teachers select L2 learning ma-
terials and resources for learners. Doing so will help in-
crease the motivation of learners towards the L2, in turn
motivating them to want to engage with and interact
more using the L2. This is aligned with Laufer and
Hulstijn (2001)’s involvement load hypothesis, which
suggests that both cognitive and motivational compo-
nents are involved during human learning. In this in-
stance, learners who are more intrinsically interested in
the L2 input that they receive would allocate more at-
tention to the input and processing information encoun-
tered within the input to a higher degree, leading to
higher retention rates of the L2 input they encountered.
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Over time, such incremental, incidental learning of the
L2 while being engaged in meaning-focused tasks will
enable the learner to gain a higher proficiency and flu-
ency in their L2 gradually.

3. Conclusion

In conclusion, age effects on second language ac-
quisition are influenced by varied environmental, con-
textual, and individual factors, and hence the idea of
‘younger is better’ in educational language contexts
does not apply all the time. In the area of language
teaching, language teachers can use the knowledge of
the influence of environmental, contextual, and indi-
vidual-based factors to shape the L2 learning environ-
ment within their classroom, as well as provide recom-
mendations to help learners shape their L2 learning en-
vironment outside the language classroom. Doing so
would help learners achieve greater proficiency and
fluency in their L2 compared to the status quo, regard-
less of their age.
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