Comparative Study between L2 Children and L2 Adults Based on Critical Period Hypothesis
1. Introduction
Since the 1950s, a substantial body of research has been devoted to the study of individual differences in second language acquisition (SLA), with prominent contributions from scholars such as Skehan, Larsen-Freeman, Long, and Ellis. Their studies have significantly advanced our understanding of how learner-specific factors influence SLA outcomes, establishing the study of individual differences as a central theme within the field. Individual differences encompass a range of personal attributes and cognitive factors such as age, motivation, cognitive style, and learning strategies, which interact with the language learning process in complex ways. Among these variables, age is a particularly salient and immutable factor that has a profound impact on the rate and ultimate attainment of second language proficiency.
In the context of China’s rapid socio-economic development, increasing numbers of individuals across various age groups are engaging in foreign language learning, especially English, which has become the most widely studied foreign language in the country. As a result, the question of the optimal age for language learning has gained widespread attention from educators, parents, and policymakers alike. This raises several critical questions: Is earlier language learning consistently more effective? Could exposure to foreign languages in infancy or even prenatal stages yield long-term benefits? To what extent does the Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH), initially proposed by Lenneberg in 1967, explain observed age-related differences in language acquisition outcomes? What are the specific linguistic, cognitive, and affective differences between children and adults in SLA? More importantly, how can teachers adapt their teaching methods and strategies to meet the needs of learners at different stages of development?
This essay aims to address these questions through a comprehensive review of the existing literature on the CPH, a comparative analysis of child and adult language learners, and a discussion of age-appropriate pedagogical practices. In doing so, it aims to provide theoretical and practical insights for parents, educators, and language learners, with the goal of improving the effectiveness and inclusiveness of foreign language education.
2. Critical Period Hypothesis
The critical period is a widespread phenomenon observed in the development of organisms in the biological world. Since the 1960s, this concept has been introduced into the field of language acquisition and has become a significant topic in second language acquisition research. Over the past five decades, many researchers have conducted extensive studies on the role of age in SLA within the framework of the Critical Period Hypothesis, yielding a range of remarkable findings. This part primarily introduces the Critical Period Hypothesis and its theoretical foundations. By analyzing relevant studies on the Critical Period Hypothesis in second language acquisition, it discusses the controversies surrounding the hypothesis and its implications for second language learning in both children and adults.
2.1 The Definition of Critical Period Hypothesis
The critical period, also referred to as the sensitive period, is a concept that originated in the field of biology. It refers to a specific stage in the development of an organism during which environmental influences have the most effective impact and are most conducive to the learning of certain behaviors (2005). During this period, behavior acquisition occurs with remarkable ease and speed under appropriate environmental conditions, and the organism is sensitive to external stimuli. If normal development is disrupted during this period, it may result in long-term developmental impairments.
Lenneberg, Penfield and Roberts (1960) were the first to apply the concept of the critical period to the field of child language acquisition, proposing the Critical Period Hypothesis for language learning. This theory was further clarified and strengthened by Lenneberg (1967), who studied language disorders in children. His research on children with brain injuries revealed that young children were still able to acquire their native language normally despite severe brain damage. However, after a certain age-presumably around the onset of puberty-similar brain injuries led to genuine aphasia. It suggests the existence of a limited window of opportunity during which language acquisition occurs most naturally and efficiently, beyond which the capacity for language learning becomes significantly constrained. Since then, the Critical Period Hypothesis has gained wide acceptance among scholars and has been further explored from various theoretical and empirical perspectives.
2.2 Related Research on Critical Period Hypothesis
    Whether a critical period exists in second language acquisition is a central problem in language learning. Proponents of the Critical Period Hypothesis, drawing on empirical evidence, firmly believe that the hypothesis is unlikely to be refuted in the foreseeable future. In contrast, opponents offer non-biological explanations, arguing that factors such as cognitive development, learning opportunities, and language environment are crucial in determining differences in ultimate achievement.
2.2.1 Supporters of the Critical Period Hypothesis in Second Language Acquisition
Lenneberg does not deny the possibility of language acquisition beyond the critical period; however, he maintains that second language learning outside the critical period differs fundamentally from language acquisition within it. The neural representation of language functions and various linguistic levels are affected by the age at which second language learning begins, leading to different outcomes. After puberty, second language learners tend to follow a pathway distinct from that of first language acquisition. The natural ease of language learning rapidly diminishes, and language acquisition becomes a deliberate and effortful process.
    One of the most frequently cited examples by proponents of the Critical Period Hypothesis in second language acquisition is that of former U.S. Secretary of State Dr. Henry Kissinger. Having immigrated to the United States at the age of 12, Kissinger spoke English with a noticeable German accent throughout his life, while his younger brother, who arrived in the U.S. just two years earlier, spoke English without any trace of a German accent. This phenomenon has come to be known as the “Kissinger Effect.”
Many researchers believe that the critical period for second language acquisition is closely linked to phonological development. Asher and Garcia (1969), in a study on pronunciation among immigrants, found that the most native-like pronunciation was achieved by those who arrived between the ages of 1 and 6, followed by those aged 7 to 13. The poorest pronunciation was observed in individuals who arrived between the ages of 13 and 19, suggesting the presence of a biological variable influencing phonological accuracy. Similarly, Long (1990) found that children who began learning a second language before the age of 6 generally spoke without a foreign accent; those who started between ages 6 and 12 showed mixed results: some with foreign accents and some without, while learners who began after 12 years old almost always spoke with a noticeable accent.
Birdsong (2005) proposes that a typical critical period consists of three distinct phases: the onset phase, the peak phase, and the offset phase (as shown in Figure 1). During the onset phase, an organism’s sensitivity to critical stimuli gradually increases, reaching a maximum during the peak phase, which is maintained for a certain period. After the peak, the critical period enters the offset phase, during which the sensitivity to the stimuli gradually declines until the end of the critical period (terminus). Thereafter, the organism’s sensitivity to the relevant stimuli remains at a relatively low level and does not change significantly with increasing age.
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Figure 1 Three Phases
2.2.2 Opponents of the Critical Period Hypothesis in Second Language Acquisition
Hakuta et.al (2003) argues that to substantiate the existence of a critical period, at least four essential conditions must be met. First, the critical period should have a clearly defined and fixed onset and termination. Second, after the conclusion of the critical period, it should be nearly impossible for language acquisition to result in proficiency levels comparable to those attained within the critical period. Third, language behaviors exhibited during the critical period should differ qualitatively from those observed before or after it. Fourth, environmental factors should exert minimal influence on second language acquisition during the critical period; in other words, if there is basic exposure to the language, whether in a natural or artificial environment, language learning should occur.
According to the first fundamental condition of the critical period hypothesis, a clearly defined onset and endpoint is essential. However, there is no consensus on when the critical period begins. Lenneberg has proposed that it spans from age 2 to puberty. Johnson and Newport argue that the critical period ends before 7 years old. Long (1990), using native-like pronunciation as an indicator, suggests that the decline in second language acquisition ability begins around the age of 6, thus placing the onset of the critical period before that age. The wide variation in these findings casts doubt on the overall plausibility of the critical period hypothesis in the context of second language acquisition.
The significance of the critical period in second language development should be analyzed from the perspectives of vocabulary acquisition, pronunciation, grammar, and listening comprehension. Han Zhaohong (2023) notes that although there is an ongoing debate about the extent to which the Critical Period Hypothesis affects second language acquisition, its influence on pronunciation is generally accepted. Although there is no consensus on the exact timing of cerebral lateralization, its positive effect on pronunciation has been widely recognized (Deng & Zhu, 2016). During the critical period of second language acquisition, residing in a country where the target language is spoken or interacting with native speakers can effectively enhance oral skills.
3. The Relationship between Age Effect and Second Language Acquisition
The Critical Period Hypothesis was initially proposed based on the process of first language acquisition, but from its inception, it has also been closely associated with second language acquisition and foreign language learning (Lenneberg,1967). Since then, researchers have conducted extensive studies on the impact of age on SLA. Most of these studies have focused on individuals who have immigrated to foreign countries, and the research primarily centers around two fundamental implications derived from the CPH. 
First, if the critical period plays a similar role in second language acquisition as it does in first language acquisition, then the development of second language proficiency should follow a discontinuous function with age, as shown in Figure 1. Specifically, before the end of the critical period, second language proficiency should be negatively correlated with the age of arrival in the host country; however, after the critical period ends, this correlation should no longer be evident. Second, second or foreign language learners who start learning after the critical period are unlikely to reach native-like proficiency.
It is worth highlighting a detailed phonetic study carried out by Colantoni and Steele (2006). They examine five advanced Spanish learners whose native language was English, focusing on the acquisition of stop-liquid clusters by having participants read aloud a set of 44 words. Using phonetic analysis techniques, the study investigates three phonetic features of stop-liquid sequences: the voicing of the stop consonant, duration of articulation, and degree of voicing. The results show that only one participant achieved native-like performance across all three phonetic features. 
A similar study was conducted by Birdsong (2006), who examines 22 native English speakers learning French, with an average residency of 11 years in Paris. Their performance is assessed in terms of vowel length, voice onset time, and overall pronunciation. It is found that two participants reached native-like levels in all three aspects. Although the results of the two studies are quite similar, the conclusions drawn are markedly different. Colantoni and Steele conclude that it is rare for second language learners to achieve native-like phonetic proficiency, whereas Birdsong considers the number of such learners to be “impressively high”.
Some studies have attempted to compare second language learners and native speakers from the perspective of overall language proficiency. The findings of these studies indicate that while second language learners may achieve, or even surpass, native speakers in specific linguistic domains, there remains a noticeable gap in overall language competence compared to native speakers.
A particularly noteworthy study is conducted by Abrahamsson and Hyltenstam (2009), involving a large-scale investigation of 195 Spanish Swedish bilinguals. These participants have started learning their second language at ages ranging from 1 to 47, and all consider their second language to be at a native-like level. The study has employed a comprehensive set of linguistic tasks, including pronunciation and perception of phonology, vocabulary and sentence perception, grammaticality judgment (both written and auditory), cloze tests, and the use of idiomatic expressions and proverbs, to assess whether these bilinguals have indeed reached native-like proficiency in their second language.
The results have shown that in terms of auditory perception, only a small number of participants who start learning the second language after the age of 12 are able to reach native-like performance. In contrast, most of those who begin learning before age 12 did reach native-like levels. However, when 41 of those early learners who perform at native-like levels in auditory tasks are subjected to more complex and demanding language tests, only a few can achieve native-like performance across all measures. The authors have concluded that for individuals who begin learning a second language in adulthood, attaining full native-like proficiency is virtually impossible, and even among those who start at an early age, the number of individuals who achieve this level is significantly lower than previously assumed.
According to the study by Stölten et al. (2015), focusing exclusively on second language learners who start acquisition before puberty may lead to misleading conclusions regarding the role of age in second language acquisition and may negatively impact research in this field. Therefore, prepubescent age should not be regarded as the definitive critical period for SLA. In their experiment, the researchers selected 41 participants whose first language is Dutch, and second language is Spanish. The participants are divided into two groups based on their age of second language acquisition: 1 to 11 years old and 13 to 19 years old. The age of onset is used as the numerator, and the length of exposure is treated as the denominator. Differences in pronunciation and intonation are quantified in percentage terms (Suwartono, 2018). By controlling for age of onset, the study assesses the participants’ language performance while holding other variables constant. This experiment has filled a gap in previous research: earlier studies often involve first languages from agglutinative language families, while the target languages are not. In contrast, in this study, both the first and second languages belong to the same language family. This methodological refinement further supports the existence of age effects in second language acquisition.
Saito (2014) argues that with increasing experience in second language learning, learners’ grammatical and lexical skills tend to improve, but such improvements are not related to age. In contrast, the development of spoken English is influenced by the age of onset (AoA) of language learning. In the study, 88 native Japanese speakers are tested on various aspects of spoken English, including pronunciation, intonation, grammar, vocabulary, and prosody. As shown in Figure 2, a linear scatterplot is created with Age of Acquisition (AoA) on the x-axis and overall scores for total prosody and intelligibility scores on the y-axis. The data are analyzed using quantitative research methods to assess the relationship between age of onset and overall spoken language performance.
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Figure 2 Global Accent and Intelligibility Scores
Based on the data, the author concludes that age plays a significant role in second language acquisition, while grammar and vocabulary development are less affected by age. The significance of the study lies in the comprehensive assessment of second language learners, which allows the researcher to effectively demonstrate the importance of age-related factors in SLA (Archila-Suerte et al., 2015). However, the study has some limitations. For instance, all participants are native speakers of Japanese. In addition, the participants are all over the age of 15, approaching the upper limit of the Critical Period Hypothesis. Finally, the study does not include a direct comparison between first language (L1) and second language (L2) performance. Nevertheless, the findings of this experiment remain highly relevant to the present discussion.
4. Comparative Studies of L2 Children and L2 Adults
4.1 Pre-school L2 Children
The trend towards earlier foreign language learning has influenced the research agenda in the field, which now includes studies on primary school students and pre-school children engaged in very early language learning.
Very young foreign language learners have recently emerged as a new group of language learners, raising challenging questions about foreign language education that extend beyond expected learning outcomes to include the nature and goals of language learning at this early age. In the European Commission’s (2011) Policy Handbook, early language learning at the pre-primary level is defined as “the systematic promotion of awareness of and/or exposure to several languages in pre-primary educational settings or institutions”. Such learning experiences are believed to foster children’s awareness of multilingualism and cultural diversity. However, very young foreign language learners often participate in pre-school programs--frequently outside formal schooling--where they are expected to acquire languages effortlessly, like “sponges.” This early start is largely driven by parental beliefs in the “earlier is better” principle, even when the curriculum offers minimal exposure to the target language. Moreover, very young foreign language learners are predominantly enrolled in pre-school English programs, particularly in countries where social pressures encourage young citizens to integrate into a globalized world and where proficiency in English is viewed as a significant challenge--especially in contexts where there is considerable linguistic distance between the learners’ mother tongue and English. Understandably, research on these very young learners remains scarce--scarcer even than studies on slightly older children, who are typically in primary education.
A series of studies by Sun (2015) exemplifies this emerging line of research. In these studies, Sun conducts an 18-month longitudinal investigation of a group of very young Chinese learners of English as a foreign language (EFL), with the overarching goal of examining the influence of internal and external factors on their language development. One of the studies (Sun et al., 2016) explores the receptive vocabulary, productive vocabulary, and grammar of a cohort of 71 very young learners who begin learning English between the ages of 2 and 5. The findings indicated that the overall amount of input provided by the school and the level of exposure to English in the home media environment are significant predictors across all three aspects of English proficiency. Overall, external factors explained more variance in language outcomes than internal factors such as age of onset, short-term memory, and non-verbal intelligence. This contrasts with findings from studies of young English learners in naturalistic settings.
    In another study, 43 Chinese children from the same project are followed longitudinally. At the time of the first assessment, their average age is 4.5 years (ranging from 3.2 to 6.2 years), and a second assessment is conducted seven months later. Results again show that vocabulary development is most strongly influenced by external factors such as input quantity and language use. The study also reveals significant conceptual transfer between the L1 and the L2 in three-year-old children. Another notable finding from both studies is that children who begin learning English at older ages within the sample outperformed younger learners on language tasks. Sun (2015) concludes that, in contexts where language input is limited, an earlier start does not guarantee success; rather, the amount of exposure and opportunities for use are more influential in shaping young learners’ language outcomes.
4.2 Primary School L2 Children
Since the 1980s, the trend to introduce foreign language teaching in primary education has triggered a new wave of age-related research. Spain, which is one of the first countries to adopt the European Union’s recommendations on the promotion of foreign language teaching and learning, has hosted two pioneering studies in this area. Unlike previous research, these studies can compare groups of learners who have never been mixed in the classroom, and both produce similar results: learners who start learning a foreign language at an older age outperform early starters.
For example, the Barcelona Age Factor (BAF) project compares four groups of learners who begin learning English at the ages of 8, 11, 14, and over 18. The two younger groups represent learners under the new and old curricula, respectively, and are tracked longitudinally, with comparisons made after 200, 416, and 726 hours of instruction. Results have shown a clear advantage in learning rate for later starters, particularly in cognitively demanding areas such as morphosyntax. This advantage is attributed to differences in cognitive maturity between younger and older learners (Muñoz, 2006). The advantage for older learners is most pronounced during the initial comparison phases, and although early starters do not fully catch up or surpass their older counterparts during the study period which is constrained by the end of secondary education, the trend remains consistent.
4.3 Adults L2 Learners
Second language acquisition is a significant challenge for adult learners, a phenomenon observed not only in non-English-speaking countries but even in English-dominant environments such as the UK. Studies have found that many newly enrolled international students at community colleges in the UK experience considerable difficulty in learning English. Some report high levels of anxiety merely at the thought of having to learn and use the language. Despite being immersed in an English-speaking environment, these learners often prefer to socialize with peers who share their native language background, maintaining a degree of distance from local English speakers. As a result, their English proficiency tends to remain stagnant. These international students make up a significant proportion of the student population in such programs, and if they are unable to achieve a sufficient level of English, it becomes difficult to maintain an orderly classroom environment. Consequently, the overall quality of education at these institutions is also compromised.
Regarding the causes of this phenomenon, some linguists and educational researchers have suggested that the problem may lie in the age-related characteristics of adult learners. The brain plasticity differs significantly between adults, adolescents, and young children. Experts argue that individuals at different ages follow their own “biological timelines” and vary in their cognitive abilities, phonological processing, and long-term memory capacity--factors that critically influence their ability to acquire a second language. These age-related cognitive factors may pose challenges to second language learning, but they can also serve as facilitators, depending on how they are leveraged in the learning process.
In addition, from a psychological perspective, adults established cognitive frameworks can have a significant impact on second language acquisition. Existing knowledge and thought patterns related to their first language such as phonology, vocabulary, syntax and cultural understanding, which often influence the process of learning the target language. Moreover, individual differences in learning motivation, psychological states and emotional factors are more prominent among adults. Adults also have more developed and nuanced perspectives on life, society and the world that shape their subjective attitudes and beliefs. These cognitive and affective factors manifest themselves unconsciously in their approaches to learning, leading to the development of distinctive, individual learning styles.
Learning style refers to the cognitive and information-processing approaches that learners adopt during the learning process. It represents an individual’s typical functional mode in perception, memory, and thinking, characterized by traits such as wholeness, persistence, naturalness, habitualness, and individuality. Research on learning styles has identified several major typologies, including field-independent, field-dependent, introverted, extroverted, visual, auditory, kinesthetic, analytic, global, reflective and impulsive (Joy M. Reid, 2002). 
Learning styles have intrinsic characteristics and often operate at a subconscious level, with learners playing an active and autonomous role in their learning processes. When the learning environment and instructional strategies align with a learner’s cognitive style, these preferences can emerge spontaneously, maximizing foreign language learning outcomes and providing ample opportunities for diverse learners to flourish. Learning style is the basis for understanding and assimilating new information. It reflects a natural predisposition in perception, cognition, and emotion and tends to show relative stability over time. Learners can identify and become aware of their learning style preferences, and with targeted practice and application, they may also expand or adapt their styles to enhance their learning effectiveness.
The characteristics of learning styles are closely related to the psychological processes involved in adult second language acquisition. For adults, learning a second language, including its phonology, vocabulary, and syntax, is primarily a rational and conscious process. It typically involves initial language analysis, code-switching between the target language and the native language, and semantic interpretation. Mastery and understanding of the target language are achieved through abstract cognitive activities such as integrative analysis and reasoning. Both the development of learning styles and second language acquisition are relatively subjective processes, shaped by cognitive and affective tendencies as well as individual differences. Therefore, helping university students to understand and develop their learning styles can enhance their cognitive strengths. By leveraging these personal learning preferences, learners can be encouraged to engage emotionally with the language, ultimately fostering greater autonomy and motivation in foreign language learning.
5. Teaching Methods Targeted L2 Children and L2 Adults
As the above studies have shown, the Critical Period Hypothesis has attracted both support and criticism. One possible reason for this ongoing debate is that the hypothesis may be overly simplistic and generalized in its formulation. The CPH tends to conceptualize the complex process of language acquisition as a unified whole. However, language consists of several components, including phonology, syntax, and semantics, each of which varies in terms of acquisition difficulty and learning mechanisms. Furthermore, factors such as learners’ native language background and the nature of their exposure to the target language vary considerably, making it unlikely that a single, unified critical period exists for second language acquisition.
In the context of English language teaching for undergraduates, postgraduate, and adult learners, it is crucial to take into account the numerous factors that influence SLA. These include not only linguistic factors but also a range of non-linguistic ones. While age is widely recognized as a significant variable affecting language learning outcomes, it should not overshadow other important factors such as individual differences, affective and cognitive variables, and learner attitudes. This part explores the learning advantages associated with different age groups of second language learners and discusses pedagogical strategies that teachers can use to improve learning outcomes accordingly.
5.1 Different Age-Related Advantages in Second Language Acquisition
Phonological advantages in children (ages 3-10): Children between the ages of 3 and 10 have a significant advantage in phonological acquisition due to the high degree of neural plasticity in their developing brains. At this stage, individual differences in language aptitude have not yet become pronounced, and children show a clear advantage in acquiring natural and native-like pronunciation. Learning a foreign language during this critical period may leave lasting neurological imprints, activating neural systems that facilitate the development of language habits and skills later on. However, this age group also presents certain limitations. Children have relatively underdeveloped long-term memory, which may lead to confusion between the first and second languages, as well as between native and foreign cultures. Moreover, their abstract and logical thinking skills are still emerging, which often results in longer learning times. Therefore, when teaching a foreign language to children, it is essential to carefully manage the relationship between the first language and the second language. In typical communicative environments, the L1 should remain dominant, while L2 instruction should be approached through interest and engagement.
Teachers should focus not only on imparting knowledge but also on cultivating learners’ motivation and enthusiasm for language learning. While emphasizing the development of listening and speaking skills, teaching should also encourage the formation of English-based modes of thinking. Creating a limited bilingual environment, where the second language serves as a tool for thinking, playing, and communicating can be especially beneficial during this stage.
Imitation and memory advantages in adolescents (11-17 years): Adolescents aged 11 to 17 show distinct advantages in second language learning, mainly due to their more advanced cognitive development. At this stage, learners demonstrate heightened language awareness, exceptional imitation skills, and strong memory capacity. Compared to younger children, adolescents are more adept at employing communicative strategies and have a greater capacity to understand linguistic and cultural nuances, which enhances language input and facilitates acquisition. In addition, adolescents tend to have fewer affective filters than adults; they are generally less self-conscious and less concerned with how others perceive them. As a result, their learning pace is often faster than that of both children and adults.
In second language teaching, teachers should make full use of both their guiding role and the active role of students in the learning process. It is important to provide ample opportunities for students to participate in classroom activities and to ensure a balanced development of the four language skills--listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Such an approach can promote a positive learning cycle and lead to more effective and integrated language acquisition.
Reading and writing advantages in adults (ages 18 and above): Adults, whose neural connections and cognitive structures are fully developed, show significant strengths in second language learning, particularly in reading and writing. Their mature thinking processes and heightened linguistic awareness enable them to handle complex linguistic forms and content with relative ease, giving them a clear advantage in mastering the more analytical aspects of language such as comprehension and written expression. Moreover, adult learners often have clear learning goals, strong motivation, and a wealth of prior knowledge and life experiences that support their comprehension, association, and memory. In the early stages of foreign language learning, their ability to draw on first language knowledge and metalinguistic awareness can facilitate faster progress than is typically seen in children.
However, adults often face persistent challenges in acquiring native-like pronunciation and in developing intuitive communicative competence in everyday interactions. Compared with children and adolescents, they are generally less efficient at acquiring the informal, spontaneous aspects of spoken language. Therefore, language teaching for adults should integrate grammar instruction and textual analysis with targeted oral and communicative practice. Such a balanced approach can help bridge the gap between their cognitive strengths and their communicative limitations, supporting more holistic second language development.
5.2 Implications of the Critical Period Hypothesis for Foreign Language Teaching
Teachers need to effectively balance linguistic knowledge and communicative competence. Ultimately, the development of foreign language skills does not depend solely on the accumulation of phonological, grammatical, or lexical knowledge, but rather on sustained and meaningful language practice. A common tendency among adult learners is to emphasize theoretical knowledge over practical application, and to prioritize the acquisition of explicit linguistic knowledge over the development of communicative competence. This imbalance is a major factor contributing to slow progress and a mismatch between what is learned and how it is used. Therefore, it is essential to increase the amount of practical language use within each unit of classroom time, ensuring that learners engage more actively in language production and real-life communication.
Learners should strive to achieve an appropriate balance between pronunciation accuracy and overall fluency. While children exposed to sufficient language input often acquire native-like accents naturally, the likelihood of achieving native-like pronunciation decreases with age. A common biological explanation for this phenomenon is that verbal communication relies on the coordinated use of thousands of muscles in the throat, tongue, lips, and face--muscles that become increasingly difficult to retrain with age.
In practice, pronunciation becomes truly important only when it affects the clarity of communication. Overemphasis on correcting pronunciation can lead to frustration and reduced motivation. Therefore, it is important to acknowledge the neurological and muscular limitations associated with age and to focus instead on achieving intelligibility. The primary aim should be to develop the ability to communicate fluently. Accuracy and fluency should be cultivated gradually through sustained, meaningful language use and rich communicative practice.
Adult learners need to overcome emotional barriers. They often face strong emotional pressures in the learning process due to their heightened social awareness and pragmatic mindset. Their learning goals tend to be clear, and they often have a strong sense of self-esteem. In terms of cognitive abilities, adults generally demonstrate strong comprehension and logical thinking skills. However, they tend to be weaker in areas such as memory and imitation. One of the major barriers to second language acquisition for adults is the fear of failure, embarrassment, or ridicule in front of others. These fears can lead to increased self-discipline and defensiveness, as adults seek to protect their vulnerable sense of self. By encouraging learners to speak out and embrace mistakes, teachers need to aim to foster greater emotional resilience and improve language learning outcomes.
Learners should effectively manage the relationship between their native language and second language. Children acquiring a second language generally experience no interference between their L1 and L2, and confusion is minimal. They can easily make connections between their native language and another language. For example, many students in Quebec, Canada, are able to effortlessly speak English with their parents at home, French with neighbors and friends, and use both languages fluently at school. In contrast, adults tend to think more explicitly about language and often attempt to combine a new language with their native language. When learning a second language, adults typically translate it into their mother tongue and always rely on their L1 to understand new grammar rules. Therefore, second language teaching for adults must not ignore or dismiss the role of their native language. On the contrary, a comparative approach that acknowledges the meaningful presence of the native language can significantly enhance second language learning.
6. Conclusion
While the impact of age on second language acquisition is clearly evident, it is important to recognize that the Critical Period Hypothesis was initially proposed with regard to L1 acquisition. The extension of this hypothesis to second language acquisition remains a topic of ongoing debate and requires further empirical investigation. Second language acquisition is fundamentally different from first language learning, in that it is influenced by a range of factors beyond age, including cognitive abilities, motivation, language exposure, and individual learner differences.
The age at which a learner begins acquiring a foreign language does not have a deterministic relationship with the ultimate success or failure of their learning experience. Rather, the specific learning environment, the quality and quantity of exposure to the language, and individual characteristics such as memory, motivation, and emotional factors play more significant roles in determining outcomes. Research suggests that while younger learners may have certain advantages in pronunciation and phonological acquisition, adult learners often excel in areas such as grammar comprehension, logical thinking, and the application of metacognitive strategies.
Therefore, in foreign language teaching, it is crucial for educators to adopt a nuanced approach that does not overemphasize age as a limiting factor. The notion of a rigid critical period should be balanced with an understanding of the broader context in which second language acquisition occurs. Teachers should focus on fostering a learning environment that encourages active participation, enhances motivation, and capitalizes on learners’ individual strengths. By embracing a more holistic perspective that takes into account not only age but also other influencing factors, teachers can maximize the effectiveness of their teaching and help students achieve their linguistic potential, regardless of their age.
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