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Abstract: People believe learning a new language is better to start from a very early age in many 
countries. This belief is also why many countries lower the age of starting a second language 
programme in school. The theoretical basis for this belief is the critical period hypothesis and learning 
mechanism. However, some research shows older learners can learn faster and better than early 
learners. This research studied if starting young in a second language is better than later. By reviewing 
amounts of literature, this research discussed this question from four situations: the inside and outside 
of the classroom in the non-target language countries; the inside and outside of the classroom in the 
target language countries. Besides the situation of the learners, the learning time and the expectation 
for early starters and older starters are also different and these two factors also should be considered 
when thinking about the outcome of learning a second language for early and old learners. The 
conclusion is that if there is a condition that could provide amounts of target language input for early 
learners, children are better to start early. Otherwise, it is not important if children start to learn a 
second language early.   
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1. Introduction 

Most countries have foreign language education programmes in the world. Parents usually value the 
foreign language education of their children in these countries. Most people believe that the starting age 
is very important for second language learning. They believe that the earlier a child starts to learn a 
second language, the more possible that a child is to reach a high achievement in a second language. 
Due to this belief, more and more parents send their children to education institutes from a very young 
age, most of which are English education institutes. The policy of some countries changed too. The age 
of having foreign language programmes has been lowered from middle school to primary school in 
many countries in the past years (Enever, 2011[1]; Nunan, 2003[2]). For example, Children are expected 
to begin learning a foreign language before nine years old in Europe (Enever, 2011)[1]. The view that 
learning a foreign language from a young age is better is supported by some researchers, such as 
Singleton & Ryan (Singleton & Ryan, 2004)[3]. And also there are scientific explanations to support 
parents' and governments' behaviors, which are critical period hypotheses and advantages of implicit 
learning. Some researchers even give the best beginning age for learning a foreign language. For, 
example, Johnson and Newport (1989)[4] claimed if a child is exposed to a second language before age 
7, he/she will have a chance to attain the same proficiency as native speakers. There is some empirical 
evidence to show that earlier starters perform better than older learners in second language learning. 
Young learners usually have better pronunciation and they are more fluent in a foreign language than 
older learners who have studied same time as young learners do (Lightbrown & Spada, 1999)[5]. 

On the contrary, Some researchers claim that starting to learn a second language will not give you a 
long-term advantage compared to starting later, which means age is not a necessary factor for language 
learners (Pfenninger & Singleton, 2018[6]). Gallardo del Puerto (2007)[7] checked the results of a 
European empirical study for early foreign language learning and found no advantages for foreign 
language early starters. Pfenninger (2014)[8] found that if older learners experienced a large amount of 
foreign language input, they perform a similar language performance to those early starters. Some 
researchers even find a negative influence on the early study of foreign languages. For example, Hsieh 
(2011)[9] found that children will show resistant emotions to foreign language learning. Nikolov and 
Djigunovic (2006)[10] found that even though there is no evidence showing that second language 
development could influence children's first language development when they are developed at the 
same time, some second language programme does not allow children's first language to appear in the 
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classroom, which reduces the input of first language and may impede the development of children's 
first language. Therefore, the effect of the age factor on second language learning is still unclear. 

2. Theoretical basis 

2.1 The Critical Period Hypothesis 

The critical period hypothesis supports parents' and government's decision to adjust the age to start 
to learn a foreign language. The critical period is an ideal time window to learn a foreign language. If 
children start to learn a foreign language from the critical period, they are more likely to fully acquire 
the foreign language in the future. Lennerberg (1967)[11] claimed that learning a foreign language is 
better before puberty, otherwise, the human brain will lose plasticity when humans reach puberty. It is 
impossible to fully acquire a foreign language once humans reach this age period. In a nutshell, 
children have to begin learning a foreign language in the critical period, otherwise, they will never fully 
acquire a new language. 

The classic critical period theory believes this period is fixed for everyone (Huang, 2015)[12], which 
means there is a definite time point for everyone to learn a foreign language. However, more and more 
research shows that the beginning time and the closure time are different from person to person and 
some old beginners acquire a foreign language very well (Birdsong, 1999; Werker & Tees, 2005, as 
cited in Huang, 2015)[12]. Therefore, some researchers call this golden period the sensitive period and 
the optimal period instead of the critical period (Knudsen, 2004; Werker & tees, 2005, as cited in 
Huang, 2015)[12]. The sensitive period and optimal period do not have definite time points and they also 
do not claim that once children miss their language learning golden time, they will never reach the 
native speaker level (Huang, 2015)[12]. 

Most empirical research about the critical period hypothesis is carried out in a target language 
environment. There are two types of studies in this field: short-term research and long-term research 
(Huang, 2015)[12]. The difference between these two types is the living time in the target language 
country (Krashen et al., 1979, as cited in Huang, 2015)[12]. Most researchers use five years and some 
use ten years as the criterion for long-term research (Birdsong, 2009[13]; DeKeyser, 2000[14]). The 
short-term research participants are those who spend one year or two years after arrival in the target 
language countries (Snow & Hoefnagel-Hohle, 1978)[15]. The results of these studies show that older 
arrivals have a higher proficiency than those younger arrivals in the first few years, but younger 
learners outperform older arrivals in the results of long-term research. The research also found that the 
critical period has different effects on different domains of language. Some researchers found that early 
starters show better pronunciation than those older beginners, but older learners can acquire grammar 
rules just like young learners, even faster. (Flege et al., 1999[16]; Huang, 2013[17]). Multiple critical 
periods hypothesis is proposed to explain this phenomenon by some researchers (Singleton & Ryan, 
2004, as cited in Huang, 2015)[12]. These researchers believe the critical period is different for various 
aspects of languages. Phonetics is usually believed to close earliest and syntax is believed to close last, 
but the definite ages terminating these critical periods are still unclear.  

2.2 Learning Mechanisms 

Children learn a foreign language using different learning mechanisms from adults. Children are 
believed to learn a foreign language by using their implicit mechanisms extensively (DeKeyser, 2003; 
DeKeyser & Larson-Hall, 2005; Montrul, 2008, as cited in LICHTMAN, 2016[18]). Adults are widely 
thought to learn foreign languages mostly by using their explicit mechanisms (Spada & Tomita, 
2010)[19]. Some researchers even said children can only acquire language by implicit language learning 
and adults can only acquire language by explicit language learning (DeKeyser & Larson-Hall, 2005)[20]. 
The extent of cognitive maturation is possibly to be the reason for this difference. 

Implicit language learning means learners learn language through implicit mechanisms without 
intention and awareness when the learner encounters the language (Ellis, 2009)[21]. Knowledge learning 
through implicit mechanisms can be accessed quickly and spontaneously. "It is not under learner 
control'' (Bley-Vroman, 1990, as cited in LICHTMAN, 2016, p. 708)[18]. This is a great advantage for 
language learning, especially for listening and speaking because using language usually is a situation 
with time pressure (Ellis, 2005)[22]. On the contrary, explicit language learning means the learner learns 
language through explicit mechanisms with consciousness and intention (Ellis, 2009)[21]. Knowledge 
from explicit language learning is a range of rules. Accessing this knowledge is a controlled process 
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with consciousness (Ellis, 2005)[22]. Thus, when learners want to use explicit knowledge, they need 
time and attention to think about the knowledge they learned and remembered in the past, which could 
be frustrating if learners fail to recall knowledge. And also, time is often not enough for learners to 
recall explicit knowledge. Therefore, implicit language learning is better than explicit language 
learning since implicit knowledge can be accessed quickly and is more suitable for learners' daily life. 
Moreover, implicit memory lasts the whole lifespan, but explicit memory is short and unreliable 
(Paradis, 2004)[23]. However, implicit language learning needs a lot of language input, which is very 
hard to achieve if the learner is in a country that does not use English. Even though the learner can 
create an English environment, it is still a method that takes longer time than explicit language learning 
(DeKeyser, 2003)[24]. The ideal language learning is to combine implicit language learning with explicit 
language learning. For students of different ages, the teacher could use different instructional strategies. 

Teachers use differentiated instruction strategies to teach children and adults. Teachers tend to teach 
children much more implicitly than teach adults since children learn language through implicit 
mechanisms (Harley, Howard & Hart, 1998)[25]. Bialystok (1994)[26] said rules have their work on 
adults but make little difference to children. Curtain and Dahlberg (2010)[27] said that children learn 
language best from contexts and use them frequently rather than analyze the grammar in the language. 
Learning grammar is not the goal of teaching a new language, making learners use a new language is 
the goal of instruction. Teachers tend to use various activities, such as songs, games, and stories, to 
immerse children in the language without explicit knowledge instruction (LICHTMAN, 2016)[18]. On 
the contrary, instruction for learners above twelve mainly involves explicit language knowledge and 
form-focused activities, which typically include grammar rules instruction, amounts of practice in 
writing, and mistakes correction (Torras et, al., 2006, as cited in LICHTMAN, 2016[18]). 

3. Literature review 

3.1 The Age Factor 

"Age is usually viewed as an individual difference", just like motivation, cognitive ability, learning 
strategies, and learning experience (Pfenninger & Singleton, 2018, p. 209)[6]. Ellis (2006, as cited in 
Pfenninger & Singleton, 2018[6]) does not agree with this view. He believes age is a factor that warrants 
different groups of people to have different characteristics, which means age is a reason that causes 
people's differences. The age factor is also seen as a macrovariable by some researchers (Flege et al., 
1999)[16]. Montrul (2008)[28] claimed that the notion of the age factor can not be isolated from other 
co-occurring factors. Pfenninger and Singleton (2018)[6] claim that age factors should combine with 
other age-related factors to analyze. Fenyvesi et al. (2017, as cited in Cadierno & Eskildsen, 2018[29]) 
did research to study the influence of individual factors related to age. They found that early starters 
show a lower level of anxiety in the foreign language learning classroom and their motivation depends 
more on external authorities. The older starters show a higher level of anxiety toward second language 
learning and their motivation depends less on external authorities. In the aspect of learner mindsets, the 
early starters had less incremental mindsets than older starters. Besides, early starters had a more 
positive English competence belief than older starters. Thus, the age factor should be seen as a 
macrovariable, which represents the differences between different age groups.  

It is hard to get a definite and general conclusion between age and second language acquisition 
because the age factor interacts with a lot of other factors, which makes the result of the age effect not 
accurate. DeKeyser (2013, as cited in Pfenninger & Singleton, 2018[6]) said that the bias in sampling 
could change the effect of age in immigrant settings. If the convenience sample contains too many good 
educated participants or takes too many participants from the community with many native speakers of 
the target language, this absolutely will influence the outcome of the age effect. Pfenninger (2017)[30] 
claimed a similar view in the classroom setting. In the classroom setting, the students are comprised of 
different groups of people who have different learning experiences, beliefs, first languages, and so on. 
When a student becomes one of a group, he or she needs to behave like one of these group members. 
This will maximize or minimize the effect of age in the research of age effects in the classroom setting. 
Therefore, the researchers cannot just consider the age factor, but they also need to consider all the 
other possible factors that may influence the results of their research, if they want to get a more 
accurate conclusion about age effects. Of all the factors that may influence the results of age effects 
research, family environment is an extremely important one, but the influence of family is always been 
neglected. 
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3.2 Effects of Family 

Although many age effects researchers neglect the influence of home contexts on foreign language 
learning, the study about parental influence on children's general performance is rich. Goodall et al. 
(2011)[31] hold the view that if parents could have a positive reaction to children’s learning activities, 
children can learn better. Wigfield et al. (2006, as cited in Pfenninger & Singleton, 2018[6]) pointed out 
"four influential parental factors: (a) parental, familial, and neighborhood characteristics; (b) parental 
general beliefs and behaviors; (c) parents' child-specific beliefs; (d) parent-specific behavior'' (p. 210). 
Parents could influence students' performance in many aspects at both primary and secondary levels 
(Fan & Chen, 2001[32]; Feinstein & Symons, 1999[33]). Goldenberg et al. (2008)[34] found that if children 
have access to academically oriented vocabulary and books, they are more likely to attain a higher 
achievement in school. 

The effects of parents on language learning align with parents' effects on the general education of 
children. Csizer and Kormos (2009, as cited in Pfenninger & Singleton, 2018[6]) claimed that parents’ 
encouragement is very important for children to increase their interest in second language learning. 
Similarly, Morris et al. (2013)[35] found that South Korean students' motivation is influenced by parents' 
attitudes. If parents encourage their children, the children will have positive motivation to learn a 
second language. If parents lack interest in children's second language learning, children will have a 
negative attitude toward second language learning. Castillo and Camelo Gamez (2013)[36] found that 
after giving parents instructions to support their children's second language learning, their children 
show positive results in second language learning.  

As for parental input, parents of multilingual children usually have some common characteristics. 
These common characteristics are talking in detail and fully to the children, asking a lot of questions, 
teaching new vocabulary in context, and sharing books in many ways (McCabe et al., 2013)[37]. 
Dunnrsma et al. (2007)[38] found the interaction between children and their siblings has a larger effect 
on improving the proficiency of the respective language children chose to use with their siblings than 
interaction with their parents. 

4. Discussion 

To figure out if age is important for second language learning, we need to discuss age-related 
factors that affect foreign language learning and then we can predict age effects in different situations.  

We are about to discuss these age-related factors in four types of environments for foreign language 
learners: the inside of the classroom and the outside of the classroom in the non-target language 
countries, the inside of the classroom, and the outside of the classroom in the target language countries. 
Some age-related factors have different effects in different environments and others have the same 
effects in different environments. 

4.1 Living in non-target language countries 

In non-target language countries, children and older learners are very hard to be exposed to a 
foreign language environment. They learn foreign languages mostly through the teacher's instruction 
inside the classroom. Teachers usually take different instructional strategies for students in different age 
periods. They use implicit instruction strategies for young children, but it is hard to have a significant 
effect on children's foreign language learning. There are two reasons to cause this result. First, implicit 
instruction gives very limited foreign language input due to the school teaching schedule. Second, 
children learn a foreign language by implicit mechanism, which needs a large amount of foreign 
language input. Because the instruction time is very limited and the rule of implicit mechanism, the 
language input is not enough to promote children's foreign language proficiency. On the contrary, the 
teacher takes explicit instruction strategies to teach older learners because they have a certain cognitive 
ability and thus learn faster than children. Teachers can teach more vocabulary and instruct grammar 
rules to the older learners directly in the older learner's classroom, so older learners could acquire the 
same knowledge in a very short time that children need to learn through implicit instruction in a few 
years. This is the reason why in non-target language countries, the older learners usually can catch up 
and surpass the language performance of students who have started to learn foreign languages from a 
very young age. However, in some special conditions in the non-target language countries, the young 
starters perform better than the older learners because they were exposed to amounts of foreign 
language input when they were young and thus they could bring the advantages of implicit learning 
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into play. For example, some parents send their children to an international school in which teachers 
and students use English to communicate with each other. This has a similar effect to moving to the 
target language countries. 

When it comes to the outside of the classroom in the non-target language countries, the children and 
older learners are basically in the same situation. They usually get access to the foreign language 
through music, games, the internet, and so on. The most important influence is from their parents. If 
their parents are open to foreign cultures and encourage children to learn foreign languages, the 
children are more likely to achieve a high achievement in foreign language learning. If their parents can 
speak that foreign language and would like to use it to communicate with their children in their daily 
life, the children would become bilingual at a very young age.  

4.2 Living in the target language countries 

In the target language countries, the young immigrants and the older immigrants face different 
environments to learn a new foreign language. It will be much easier to learn a new language for young 
immigrants than older immigrants because children are easier and quicker to adapt to a new 
environment than adults. Young immigrants are open to accepting new cultures and trying new stuff, so 
they are more likely to live like local people, such as going to the local church, joining school clubs, 
and so on. They could make many new friends speaking the target language in the new country and 
thus they have more chances to learn and practice the foreign language with native speakers. In contrast, 
older learners have stronger emotions and a deeper impression of their homeland and culture, so it is 
hard for them to accept the new culture and change their past habits and customs immediately. Due to 
the cultural difference, they tend to make friends with people who come from their homeland and use 
their first language because this stuff makes them feel familiar and kind. Last but not at least, if people 
immigrate to the target language country too late, they may lose the chance to go to school to receive 
the systematic foreign language education as young immigrants do. Therefore, the researchers usually 
find that young immigrants have better foreign language proficiency than older immigrants, even 
though they live in the target language country for the same years. 

4.3 Some age-related factors irrelevant to the location  

Some environmental factors have the same effect wherever the foreign language learners live, it is 
only related to age. Firstly, the expectations for learning a foreign language from learners themselves 
and other people are different. No one expects children can speak or write new words or sentences 
immediately after children learn them. Children could choose to speak or not when hearing information 
from outside, they could keep silent if they do not feel comfortable speaking yet. Children do not 
expect themselves can do that too and they do not have pressure from exams. Thus, children are in a 
pressure-free environment to learn a foreign language. According to the affective filter hypothesis, the 
attitude of children towards foreign languages is favorable to their second language acquisition. But for 
older learners, the situation is very different. Older learners face expectations from teachers, parents, 
and themselves. Teachers expect older learners can use the language knowledge in a short time after 
they teach the students. Parents expect older learners can get good grades on language tests. Older 
learners expect to see the payback when they work hard to learn a foreign language, otherwise, they 
will feel frustrated and want to give up learning.  

Secondly, the time learning a foreign language is very different for young learners and older 
learners. Children have a few years more to accept foreign language input compared to older learners. 
In these years, they do not have a burden from school work and life. Older learners have to coordinate 
the time for foreign language learning and the time for other subjects and social life, which means they 
have less time to learn a foreign language in their daily life. And also they have already lost a few years 
to learning a foreign language than earlier starters.  

5. Conclusion 

As we can see, many factors can influence the results of foreign language learning. It is hard to give 
a general and definite answer to the question: Is it better to start to learn a foreign language at a 
younger age? But this question has the answer if there are specific conditions. Firstly, If learners are in 
a non-target language country and learners cannot create a foreign language environment around them, 
which means learners do not have a chance to get enough foreign language input at a young age, then 
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learners do not need to regret they did not start to learn a foreign language from a young age because 
they can catch up and surpass those earlier starters once they begin to study. Those early starters who 
only have very little foreign language input cannot produce the ideal effects of implicit learning in such 
conditions. The quantity of foreign language input in non-target language countries is scarce and the 
quality of foreign language input is hard to control. Even though children start very early in such 
conditions, they will not get a significant advantage over older starters.  

Secondly, if parents can create a foreign language environment or parents can take their children to 
the target language countries to live for some years, which means their children could have amounts of 
foreign language input to activate the advantages of implicit learning, it will be better to let their 
children start to learn a foreign language from a young age. Otherwise, they will have to learn a foreign 
language through explicit learning mechanisms once they miss their golden time. The suggestion I can 
give parents is to encourage their children to learn a foreign language and show openness to a foreign 
culture. 
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