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Abstract 

Age is an essential factor in Second Language Acquisition (SLA), impacting the success of students and 
instructional methods. The purpose of this study is to examine the age factor in SLA by examining three age 
categories – children, adolescents and adults. In doing so, the study considers the Critical Period Hypothesis as a 
base of linguistic research in the area of age factor. The study disapproves the assertion of the hypothesis that all 
prepubescent learners are able to acquire native-like proficiency in target language pronunciation. The study 
analyzes common SLA beliefs, including: 1) younger learners are more successful than older learners, 2) the 
language learning processes of younger learners are less stressful and require less of an effort, and 3) young 
learners are more skillful in language learning. Adolescents and adults are considered as older learners in terms 
of cognitive maturity. The results of the study indicated that children learn a language easier than adolescents and 
adults, particularly with respect to pronunciation and morpho syntax. Adolescents are good at syntax and 
listening sills, while the best results for adults are for reading and writing activities. Thus, the types of brain 
organization at learners of different developmental stages lead to the need for a diversity of instructional methods 
for children, adolescents and adults. 
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1. Introduction 

The age factor has been a concern of debate in second language acquisition studies for several decades. 
Researchers have examined different questions – how young and older learners differ in the language learning 
process, which instructions are the most beneficial for certain age categories, which age category of learners 
demonstrates the highest success, and others (Aydin & Ozfidan, 2014; Aydin & Koc, 2012; Spinner & Gass, 
2019). The literature includes investigations of the age factor, which consider the age of students, the learning 
environment, and the exposure to the target language.  

After briefly revisiting factors that can influence second language acquisition, such as motivation, cognition, 
experience, and native language, the study considers the Critical Period Hypothesis (CHP), which is based on the 
structure of brain and neurological changes (Vygotsky, 1962). These defining features help to justify discrepancy 
between prepubescent and pubescent learners in terms of language accomplishment. Adherents of CHP believe 
that native-like pronunciation is unobtainable after someone has reached the age of puberty. However, numeral 
discords have occurred recently (Hyland, 2019; Ugurlu & Ozfidan, 2015). 

Additionally, this study examines second language acquisition assumptions. The first assumption is that younger 
beginners outperform older learners. However, insufficient affective stability and cognitive abilities may prevent 
children from understanding early language learning instructions (Vygotsky, 1986). The second assumption is 
that young learners do not experience a sense of frustration. However, the instructional environment and 
techniques have been found to have great importance on the frustration levels of learners of different age 
categories. The third assumption is that young learners are more skillful than older learners. However, empirical 
research has disproven this (Zafar & Meenakshi, 2012). 

Appropriate instructional methods for children, adolescents and adults are different because of experience, 
cognitive abilities and maturity. The current study asserts that learners do not differ merely by age but also by 
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different cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Regardless, learners of all ages benefit from interactions with the 
physical world and people (Zhang, 2009).  

Even though children have certain advantages over older learners, their achievements may be decreased in a 
formal learning environment. Children greatly benefit from an authentic target language environment, 
sensorimotor activities and colorful instructional materials. The crucial point at this period of time is vocabulary 
growth (Andrews, 2017).  

Young learners have significant differences from older learners, who are adolescents and adults. Older learners 
are cognitively mature, which deprives them of natural, or subconscious, way of language acquisition. They 
benefit from formal settings with clear instructions and explicit rules (K. Hyland & F. Hyland, 2019). 
Researchers claim that older learners outperform young learners in academic achievement, with the exception of 
pronunciation (Spinner & Gass, 2019). Adolescents benefit from repetition and memorization, and display 
relatively low results in public activities. Adults are more organized, self-motivated and responsible, which 
makes the teaching process easier (Ziglari & Ozfidan, 2016). They profit from a cooperative environment and 
formal instructions.  

All things considered, this study posits that every age is suitable for language learning and that certain 
advantages and drawbacks may be observed in the process of language learning of children, adolescents and 
adults.  

This study considers these questions related to age factors in second language acquisition: 

1) Are young learners more sucessfull than older learners? 

2) Which methods are the most beneficial in second language acquisition for children, adolescents and adults? 

3) Which age is the most successful for second language acquisition?  

This study considers the age factor and its relationship with second language acquisition. It examines three age 
categories, which are children, adolescents, and adults. Scientists generally mark three age categories of a 
language learner: children (till puberty), adolescents (after puberty till 19), and adults (after 19) (Hyland, 2019; 
Spinner & Gass, 2019).  

First of all, the researchers give a general background of factors that affect SLA. Next, Critical Period 
Hypothesis is described. Afterwards, the common SLA assumption, which is the younger, the better is 
considered. Next, the instructional methods for students of different age categories are addressed. At the end of 
the study, the question of which age category is better to begin SLA is considered.  

2. Factors That Affect Second Language Acquisition 

Second Language Acquisition (SLA) is the acquisition of a language, after knowledge of a mother tongue is 
formed. Second language (L2) related to a language that is commonly used in the country of learner’s residence. 
The primary target in study of SLA is an examination of factors that influence language learning (LL).  

SLA is affected by a vast number of internal and external factors, which may have both negative and positive 
effects. Among the most substantial internal factors are age, personality (extroversion and introversion), 
experiences, cognition (learning style), motivation (instrumental and integrative), and native language (L1), 
aptitudes. External factors are curriculum, classroom instruction and materials, culture, socioeconomic status, 
access to communication with native speakers (Andrews, 2017). In other words, the interconnection of social, 
affective, psychological and cognitive factors influences competence and performance in SLA. 

3. The Critical Period Hypothesis 

This hypothesis is based on the structure of the brain. Neurological changes are a defining feature of the brain, 
and adherents of CHP say that the plasticity of cortex makes children superior to in adults in some respects. 
Therefore, children and adults differ in the way in which their brains learn a language, and, with this in mind, 
CHP presents itself as a convincing theory. Shakouri and Saligheh (2012) emphasized that age greatly impacts 
phonology, and Zhang (2009) and Munoz et al. (2010) believe that children demonstrate better performance in 
pronunciation than adults do,  

Brain flexibility that is observed in early teens permits children to acquire native-like pronunciation, but this 
ability rapidly declines after puberty. The belief is that after a person has reached maturity, acquiring native 
fluency in L2 becomes unattainable. As a result, older learners develop a “foreign accent”. Zafar and Meenakshi 
(2012) said that self-consciousness, which increases with age, impedes learners from using language skills fully, 
especially communicatively. They also claimed that “some older learners can achieve native-like proficiency, 
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although they definitely constitute a minority of second language learners’’ (p. 640). Nevertheless, Kerswill 
(1996) emphasized that people can modify their pronunciation during their lifespans. He noted that “speakers 
copy new pronunciations of individual words during their lifetime – for example, to avoid social stigma” (p. 
169).  

In recent years, disagreements on the CPH have grown rapidly, and various factors that impede prepubescent 
learners from acquiring native-like pronunciation have been found. Those factors are insufficient exposure to the 
target language, inappropriate instructional environment, interference with L1 and the predominance of L1, and 
others. Archila-Suerte et al. (2012) stated that “that the prolonged use of a native language (a) interferes with 
accurate L2 learning or (b) decreases the number of opportunities for input and output of L2” (p. 199). 
Additionally, Archila-Suerte et al. (2012) answered the question of why some early bilinguals have foreign 
accents. They explained that the reason for the lack of a native-like fluency and accuracy in pronunciation was 
the prevalent use of a child’s L1. This usage may cause decrease of L2 learning and decrease of input and output 
of the target language.  

4. Common SLA Bias: The Younger–The Better 

The most common question among linguists who have examined the age factor in SLA is that of young learners 
vs. older learners. McLaughlin (1992) et al. stated that this belief that younger learners are more successful has 
led to the formation of a SLA bias. Scientists have made great efforts and provided empirical evidence to 
eliminate this prejudice. McLaughlin has asserted that knowing about the process of SLA in children is vital. He 
also affirmed that the subconscious suppositions of teachers about language learning and improbable 
expectations with respect to the progress of children are often false and cause a decline in the teaching-learning 
process. In a study, Nikolov and Djigunovic (2006) claimed that not every child displays readiness for learning a 
language at the age of 6 because a child lacks specific cognitive abilities and are not affectively stable.  

One more misconception is that of frustration that can arise during the process of language learning. Despite the 
common feeling that children learn effortlessly, McLaughlin (1992) says that children experience difficulties, 
too. In a study, Shakuori and Saligheh (2012) suggest that “we must avoid the danger of creating a dichotomy 
between the younger-the better and the older-the better” (p. 3). Anxiety related to LL is not the same for children 
who have different cultural backgrounds. Learners from particular cultural backgrounds may feel nervous when 
a teacher asks them to answer a question or to perform an activity independently. According to McLaughlin 
(1992), controlled conditions are crucial in SLA. In an instructional environment that satisfies the requirements 
of learners and fits their current level of knowledge, adolescents and adults achieve better success. McLaughlin 
gives strong evident, refuting the illusion that “children learn language faster than adults” (p. x). He asserts that 
the quantity of knowledge required for communication differs between children and adults. Unlike adults, 
children can communicate better with relatively little lexicon because their utterances are shorter and simpler in 
structure.  

One more myth McLaughlin (1992) that expresses disapprobation for is that ‘the younger the child, the more 
skilled in acquiring a second language’. He claims that younger children are not developed sufficiently 
cognitively and have little experience. As a consequence, they are at disadvantage in L2 learning; their learning 
process is longer and more complicated. 

The learning styles of children, adolescents and adults are different. According to Figueiredo and Silva (2008), 
the language learning of children is implemented via feeling and linguistic sense. They refer to the Affective 
Filter Hypothesis of Krashen. This hypothesis suggests that learners have “emotional barriers,” which they bring 
to a language class. Those impediments – stress, frustration, anxiety, inhibition, self-confidence – may decrease 
learning. To foster the success of learners, teachers should create a favorable environment in which students are 
unafraid of making mistakes and taking risks. In Hyltenstam and Abrahamsson (2005), social factors like 
friendly environment, modification of input, and cooperation are said to facilitate the language acquisition of 
children.  

Zhang (2009), Nikolov and Djigunovic et al. (2006) take into consideration several influential aspects related to 
the age factor. One of them is metalinguistic awareness, which is the ability to separate language symbols from 
the meaning system. The vertex of metalinguistic development is observed when a child begins to acquire 
reading skills that should be highly practiced in the early school years, approximately at the age of 6-7.  

5. Instructional Methods for Students of Different Age Categories 

Young and older learners differ in their experience, cognitive abilities, and maturity. Learners at different ages 
have different types of brain organization (Singleton, 2001). In Vygotsky’s work, the inclusion of culture and 
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society are most evident as elements that impact cognitive development, (Vygotsky, 1978). The influence of 
culture and society are essential to social development theory. Every higher mental function, according to 
Vygotsky (1978), should initially be filtrated through an external stage in the form of social occurrences. 
Afterwards, these mental functions, through the use of language, are combined into an individual’s thinking. 
According to Barac and Bialystok (2011), this “dialectical discovery” is a constant process that becomes 
gradually more complicated as time goes by (p. 10). Hence, every higher function originates as an authentic 
interpersonal relationship among and between individuals.  

Teachers should be aware of age-related factors, when preparing a lesson plan for a particular age category. The 
general assumption is that young learners who are literate enough in their L1 have an advantage in SLA. There 
are some external factors, however, that can influence learning both positively and negatively for any age 
category. For instance, motivation may result in great success in the language acquisition of older learners.  

Learners differ not only by age because linguistic and cultural background influence their learning. McLaughlin 
(1992) confirmed this argument saying that two systems differentiate learners from each other. These are the 
individual system of language and the individual linguistic factor (code levels during the communication).  

All in all, every age category benefits from interactions with both the physical world (watching TV, playing 
games) and the social environment (talking to peers, native speakers, or knowledgeable ones). Moss (2003) lists 
several circumstances in which interaction may be more beneficial. According to her, interaction should contain 
elements, which are just beyond the current level of learner, propose specific outcomes, center on a particular 
problem, focus on details, and force learners to engage in the conversation. 

5.1 Instructional Methods for Children 

As the framework for all development and learning, Vygotsky’s work in 1986 used social interaction. In a 1996 
study, Cole and Wertsch affirmed that according to Vygotsky, “the development of the mind is the interweaving 
of the human body’s biological development and the appropriation of the material/ideal/cultural heritage that 
exists in the present to organize people with each other and the physical world” (p. 2). According to Vygotsky’s 
theory (1978), everyone has an individual range of learning capacity that is entitled the Zone of Proximal 
Development (ZPD).  

The Zone of Proximal Development is divided into two attainment levels: Level 1 is the present development 
level. It indicates what children are able to do without any help from other people. Level 2 is the potential 
development level. It indicates what the children are able to do with help of teachers or other people. Vygotsky 
described the gap between levels 1 and 2 (the present and potential development) as ZPD. The zone itself is 
measured by the distance between the level of potential, as ascertained through collaboration with more 
knowledgeable peers or through problem solving with the guidance of adults and the present developmental 
level, as ascertained by solving an independent problem (Galant, 1998). Vygotsky (1962) asserted that, with help 
from other, more knowledgeable people, a child could potentially gain knowledge already held by them. To fit a 
child’s level of comprehension, the knowledge that the child can gain should be of an appropriate complexity. 
Anything that is very complex to learn for the children and not in their ZPD, is difficult to learn till a shift in 
their ZPD occurs. Children can continue to learn more complicated high-level materials when this shift occurs 
and, thus, they can achieve their potential (Ozfidan, Burlbaw, & Kocabas, 2018). 

Vygotsky’s idea in 1978 was that the learning process rather than the product should be studied, and he dealt 
with how a person as a part of learning actively modifies or mediates the stimulus situation. Vygotsky’s thoughts 
focused on what social tools are involved in children’s solutions to problems and how they go about the process 
of problem solving. Vygotsky studied the collaboration of subjects with a problem-solving task to evaluate their 
development, but he was not essentially concerned with whether a correct solution was found. The fundamentals 
like using of abstractions, past experiences, symbols demonstrated different developmental levels. Furthermore, 
Vygotsky would constantly add extra challenging situations to a problem-solving task such a mixed language 
groups so as to comprehend more regarding the process of finding solutions (Driscoll, 2001). 

In addition to Vygotsky’s ideas on cognitive development, three foundations from Piaget’s constructivism also 
call for attention addressing this subject. They are equilibration, interaction between subject and object, and 
progressive construction. According to Piaget, equilibration encompasses assimilation and accommodation 
(Elkind, 1976). Assimilation refers to people transforming the information that they absorb from their external 
environment and processing it within their existing way of thinking. According to Piaget, accommodation occurs 
when people adapt their own thinking to fit the incoming information. The process of equilibration drives the 
cognitive development of children. Piaget suggested that equilibration takes place in three phases (Elkind, 1976). 
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In the first phase of equilibration, according to Wadsworth (1971), children are delighted at their mode of 
thought and thus are in the state of equilibrium. Afterward, the author also emphasized that children then realize 
the inadequacies of their existing way of thinking and are dissatisfied with it. In other words, they are in a state 
of disequilibration and experience cognitive conflict. Finally, children accept a more knowledgeable mode of 
thought that overcomes the inadequacies of the old one. In other word, they reach a more stable equilibrium 
(Carothers & Parfitt, 2017; Ozfidan, Machtmes, & Demir, 2014). For instance, toddlers of one to two years of 
age start to name objects that they see in their everyday life. If they have a dog, they would call other furry 
animals with four legs (such as a cat) dog. Although their parents correct them, they would keep calling a cat a 
dog until their parents repeat the word cat many times and they accept the new name for a cat, which can be 
viewed as the newly established equilibration. 

This cognitive process depends on both external factors (or environment) and internal factors. According to 
Bringuier (1980), “Knowledge is an interaction between object and subject” (p. 19). An object is an external 
factor or environmental factor while subject refers to the child. A child constructs his/her knowledge from one 
stage of development to the next (Fava, Hull, & Bortfeld, 2011). In other words, the more information to which a 
child is exposed, the more learning that takes place in a child’s mind. To increase his knowledge, a child actively 
interacts with his environment, relates his limited knowledge to the new information, and then adapts his new 
knowledge to fit his old knowledge (Ozfidan & Ugurlu, 2015; Woofter, 2019). 

The salient point of cognitive development in children is progressive construction through laborious training. In 
this instance, progressive does not mean the evolution of human beings, but rather the formation stages of 
development. Training here is not passive learning, but the interactive construction of knowledge. In terms of 
language development, Piaget believes that language serves multiple functions that develop with age. At first, 
language is basically repetitive and echolalic (Piaget, Gruber, & Voneche, 1977, p. 65). The child only repeats 
what he/she has heard or understood from the speech of others (i.e., most infants start with simple sounds, such 
as mama, dada, nana, etc.). Next, the child is more interested in his/her own linguistic productions and repeats 
words for the pleasure of talking (Faltis, 2014; Flavell, 1999). For example, toddlers often talk to themselves 
before sleeping and waking up. They can speak for a long time using sounds that cannot be recognized as the 
words that adults use in speech, but after some time they begin to use words that can be understood. It is still 
echolalia. Next, monologue occurs when the child talks to him/herself as though he/she were thinking aloud. A 
collective monologue is a soliloquy in which the child uses the presence of others as a mere stimulus for his or 
her own verbal productions (Flavell, 1999). Piaget suggests that all these needs for language come from 
children’s egocentric need or nature. This fundamental vocal preparation is to get children ready for socialized 
speech, which serves other functions such as the exchange of information, criticisms, commands, requests, 
threats, and questions and answers (Elkind, 1976). 

Piaget arranged the different types of conversation into a developmental sequence. The explanations given by 
one child to another are egocentric (Piaget, Gruber, & Voneche, 1977). For example, four-year-old children like 
to raise their voices when their parents are talking to others because they perceive that speaking loudly can 
attract the attention of their parents and reinforce their existence. Children between 6 and 8 years of age often 
slowly move away from an egocentric world and toward a world shared with others by changing their 
conversation type. For example, they may take the position of somebody who does not know. The child does not 
attempt to adapt his/her explanation to the viewpoint of others, but instead tries to understand how others see the 
world. This cognitive development is called decentration. One characteristic of this stage is that, children tell a 
story in the correct order. 

Egocentric speech, from 9 to 11 years of age, gives way to a form of conceptual and verbal syncretism 
characterized by a need for justification at any price (Piaget, Gruber, & Voneche, 1977, p. 66). Children of this 
age often jump too quickly from premises to conclusions, according to Piaget. They attempt to link everything 
with everything. “The child in verbal syncretism tends to drop all the difficult words in a narration or a sentence 
and to link all the easy words with one another so that he can, afterwards, reinterpret the difficult words he 
missed in the first place” (Piaget, Gruber, & Vonech, 1977, p. 66). Children treat verbal syncretism and 
conceptual syncretism separately. In the cognitive process of this stage, children need to learn to or practice 
justifying the confusion, correctly evaluate and understand the specific and concrete spheres, then juxtapose 
them, and then explain the association between them. 

The period of childhood is not only a remarkable physical growth period but also it is a significant mental 
development period. According to Piaget, cognitive skills are interconnected with problem solving, memory, 
thinking, and cognition skills and they continue to grow throughout the childhood period. When it comes to 
childhood cognitive development, not mentioning the work of psychologists Piaget, Gruber, and Vonèche (1977) 
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is impossible. They state that the cognitive development of a child’s capacity to learn and solve problems also 
includes using some physical abilities. For instance, cognitive development occurs when a two-month-old baby 
learns by discovering his/her environment through the use of eyes or hands. Children are gifted with the skill of 
comprehending knowledge three times faster than adults (Vygotsky, 1978).  

Learning is generally a complicated process that is developed step by step (Ozfidan et al., 2018). In a 1996 study, 
Lee affirmed that learning builds on inborn capacities that are genetically coded and inherited at birth. Human 
beings can rarely learn to their full-inborn capacity, and only those people can achieve rewards for their 
performance and learning. Children’s flow of learning development grows through the stages of innate abilities, 
sensory and motor skills, cognitive abilities, and lastly results in the skill to integrate formal instruction (Lee, 
1996). In brief, an innate ability is a person’s inborn capacity. Sensory and motor skills are built on the 
foundation of inborn abilities, and cognitive abilities allow a person to process the sensory information that 
he/she collects. The instruction stage is the last and most diverse level of learning. For instance, formal 
instruction comprises academic subjects such as reading, writing, typing, algebra among others (Lee, 1996). 

Great numbers of mainstream linguists claim that children are most advantageous learners. In a 2014 study, 
however, Cook asserted that progress is not the same for students who acquire a language in natural environment 
and those who acquire a language in formal circumstances. Children are in developmental phase, which means, 
linguistic and social knowledge are acquired simultaneously.  

Shakouri and Saligheh (2012) et al. claimed that children acquire a language in a natural way, which is 
considerably less anxious from that the way in which adolescents and adults acquire a language. They learn a 
language in a form of games, visual and aural stories, sketches. Instructional materials should be colorful and 
interesting. Ur (cited in Zhang, 2009) says: ‘‘the most effective combination in teaching is pictures and stories 
together’’ (p. 135). Teachers should praise students because maintenance of motivation is important at this stage.  

During this period of time it is vital that children widen their vocabulary. In a study, Izura and Ellis (2002) 
affirmed that the lexicon learned during early years of language attainment, is recalled and uttered with lesser 
effort. They name some instructional activities, which are useful in new vocabulary learning: “object picture 
naming, word naming or reading aloud, visual lexicon decision, and auditory lexical decision” (p. 245). Thus, 
children benefit from sensorimotor activities and implicit mechanism.  

The general belief is that children practice aimless repetition and imitation that make them rote-learners. 
Children greatly benefit from an environment in which the target language is spoken. Nikolov and Djigunovic 
(2006) concluded, that “classroom instruction providing children with opportunities similar to ‘natural’ SLA are 
appropriate in FL contexts” (p. 242).  

According to Torras, Tragant, and Garcia (cited in Munoz, 2010), the process of child’s language acquisition 
resembles the way in which sponges absorb water. Children learn new knowledge easily, and the younger they 
are, the stronger this ability is. The dominant source of knowledge is parents, caregivers, teachers, peers, people 
in surroundings, and mass media (as films and cartoons). Kerswill (1996) asserts that by the age of 6 or 7 
children develop phonological features almost fully, and all of the significant rules are internalized by this time.  

Munoz (2010) holds the position that younger students outperform older ones in morphosyntax and in 
pronunciation skills. Older learners, however, outperform younger in natural setting and short timing periods. 
Munoz remarked that young learners are slow in the beginning of learning but show high achievements in the 
long term.  

5.2 Instructional Methods for Adolescents and Adults 

The most influential characteristic of older learners is cognitive maturity. By virtue of cognition, they outperform 
younger learners, with the exception of pronunciation. Munoz et al. (2010) claimed that adolescents and adults 
benefit from formal settings with clear instructions and measurement tests. As Munoz emphasizes, school 
instruction corresponds to their capabilities in greater extent than to the capabilities of younger learners. Older 
learners acquire grammar in an intentional way, preferably with clear instructions. They benefit from deductive 
grammar teaching, in which explicit rules and examples on their use are demonstrated.  

5.2.1 Adolescents 

Figueiredo and Silva (2008) said that maturation, or neurocognitive development, and affective filters the 
language learning of adolescents. Johnstone (as cited in Shakouri & Saligheh, 2012) listed some advantages of 
LL at the age of 10 and above. He says that those 10 and above are experienced enough to understand and 
produce a conversation, have practice in learning methods, and have a reason for learning L2. Zhang (2009) 
asserts that adolescents “are good at imitation and reminiscence” (p. 134). Thus, methods like repetition drills 
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and dialogue memorizations may be profitable at this stage. He also concluded that adolescents like to feel the 
authority of a teacher. Taking this statement into consideration, teachers should serve the roles of lecturer, 
supporter, guide and director for all behaviors. As for methods, researchers point out that adolescents may feel 
rather anxious in public activities like role-playing. 

5.2.2 Adults 

A broad assumption is that adults have different purposes for learning a language. In most cases, their motivation 
is instrumental, which is characterized by willingness to learn a language to get a job, enroll in a university, or 
raise qualifications. In this instance, language teaching instruction should include working, or practical, 
knowledge of a target language. Thereby, adult learners would be able to satisfy their needs, especially in terms 
of academic purposes that include an understanding of relevant materials widespread on Internet. Smith and 
Strong (2002) supported the utilization innovative teaching in the adult classroom. They say that webquests, 
podcasts, blogs and broadcasts are stimulating and enjoyable. Some researchers believe that adults benefit from 
computer-assisted language learning methods, especially in terms of pronunciation. 

Zhang (2009) stated that “teaching adults is easier and less stressful” (p. 135). Because they take more 
responsibility and are more disciplined. However, some requirements exist for instructors who teach adult 
learners; these include the fact that adults need to feel accepted, secure and supported in the classroom. They feel 
better, when collaborating with each other. To foster cooperation, teacher should ask questions, elicit, and invite 
students to share experiences. Adult learners prefer a formal style of language learning like comparable analysis 
and analytical thinking.  

The motivational factor is significant for adult learners. Singleton’s study (2001) concluded that fascination with 
language and the desire to be understood by native speakers facilitates learning. In addition, adults benefit from a 
range of social contacts and mobility (Kerswill, 1996).  

5.3 Differences Between Younger and Older Learners 

Singleton (2001) stated that “children and adults may have fundamentally different processing mechanisms at 
their disposal” (p. 79). The greatest difference between adult and young learners is cognitive maturity. Adults can 
think abstractly, while children lack cognitive abilities like complex brain-based skills, which are indispensable 
for performing a complex task.  

Linguists say that the language acquisition of children is obtained intuitively, or subconsciously. Conversely, the 
cognitive maturity of adults turns the natural way of acquisition into intellectual practice. Children are unaware 
of mistakes, while adults feel frustrated when using a language incorrectly or being misunderstood. As a result of 
their self-consciousness, they always analyze their language performance. In a study, Nikolov and Djigunovic 
(2006) concluded that language acquisition of children was characterized by memorization and that the LL 
process of older students was more rule-based and focused on the concept. 

6. Which Age Category Is the Best to Begin L2 Learning? 

As Stern claims (cited in Shakouri and Saligheh, 2012), every age category has advantages and disadvantages. 
Concerning the question about when a person should begin to learn a L2, Shakouri and Saligheh affirmed that 
was neither a time that was too late or too early. Nonetheless, they support the opinion that beginning early is 
more profitable because young learners acquire language through intuitive capacities.  

Despite the various advantages of learning a language in childhood, young learners may mix their native 
language and target language, says Zhang (2009). Stefansson (2013) explained this saying that children can 
confuse two languages and are unable to differentiate them. Genesee suggests (as cited in Stefansson) that 
parents should tolerate children’s mixture of L1 and L2 because eventually they will learn to distinguish between 
two languages themselves.  

Some researchers have claimed that adolescents show the best results in language learning. Zhang (2009) agreed 
that they can learn quicker and outperform children and adults in syntax and listening skills. Their flexibility and 
simultaneous process of mature development facilitate learning. The disadvantage of adolescents is their 
tendency to disruptions and egocentrism states Zhang. He gives some advantages and disadvantages of language 
learning in adulthood. Adults are motivated, experienced, have both short-term and long-term memories and 
possess meta-language awareness and common sense. They outperform children and adolescents in writing and 
reading skills. As a drawback, communication skills are developed slowly because their L1 interferes with L2.  

7. Discussion and Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to examine the age factor in Second Language Acquisition. Answers to questions 
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of which age is the most successful for second language acquisition and which instructional methods are the 
most beneficial at a certain age were examined were sought. Also, the study included an overall review on 
influential factors in SLA, the Critical Period Hypothesis, and an analysis of common SLA assumptions.  

The Critical Period Hypothesis is based on neurological changes. The hypothesis posits that a non-native accent 
cannot be obtained after puberty (Hyland, 2019). However, Critical Period Hypothesis has debatable aspects. 
Thus, despite the assumptions of the CPH, 1) some adult learners can achieve native-like proficiency, and 2) 
some early language learners may have a “foreign accent” (Spinner & Gass, 2019, p. 345)  

Although age plays a critical role in language learning, other factors such as motivation, the capabilities of a 
learner, sufficient exposure to target language, interaction with the physical world and social environment, time 
available for learning, socioeconomic status, and linguistic and cultural backgrounds are seen to be more 
influential in some instances. As a result, late starters may achieve great success in language learning, as well as 
early starters (K. Hyland & F. Hyland, 2019).  

This study suggests that language teaching-learning processes differ among children, adolescents and adults. 
These differences are primarily explained by the experience, cognitive abilities and maturity of learners. 
Children also can experience anxiety and have to expend great efforts in the learning process (Spinner & Gass, 
2019). Additionally, if language exposure is insufficient, a child’s progress may decline.  

The instructional approach that should be used for young children should resemble the informal, or natural, way 
of language acquisition. The greatest distinguishing feature of children is subconscious learning. In this stage, a 
teacher is a model who helps learners in creating good habits. A slow beginning followed by a high level of 
achievement in the end defines the learning progress of children (Hyland, 2019).  

Many researchers believe that adolescents are the most successful language learners. However, their egocentrism 
and propensity to disruptions may prevent excellent results. Adolescents succeed in repetition and imitation 
instructional activities (Cook, 2012; Munoz, 2010). 

One assumption among researchers is that teaching adults is easier because of purposeful learning. Nevertheless, 
a teacher’s role is vital because teacher is the one who creates non-threating environment and lowers anxiety. 
Adult learners benefit from analytic-style strategies like analysis, rules learning, and the study of words and 
phrases. Older learners show a high level of success in the beginning of learning, but, eventually, they slow 
down (Slabakova et al., 2019).  

All in all, children outperform the other two other age category learners in terms of pronunciation and 
morphosyntax. Adolescents outperform children and adults in syntax and listening skills, and adults excel in 
reading and writing (Barac & Bialystok, 2011). Children benefit from sensorimotor instructional activities, while 
older learners are good at higher-cognitive processing. Language learning methods for adults are characterized 
by rule-based activities and conceptuality (Andrews, 2017).  

This study reveals advantages and disadvantages of language learning of three age categories (Ersoy et al., 
2019). The age factor in SLA has been debated for several decades, and researchers cannot give conclusive and 
definitive answers to the question of which age is the most successful for second language acquisition.  
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