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Abstract: This paper examines the distinct processes through which children and adults acquire English as a 
second or foreign language. Drawing on the Critical Period Hypothesis, it highlights children’s heightened 
neuroplasticity and their propensity to absorb phonological and grammatical structures intuitively. In contrast, 
adults often rely on metalinguistic analysis and explicit instruction, leveraging life experience to accelerate reading 
and writing skills but sometimes inhibiting spontaneous speaking due to anxiety and over-monitoring. Socio-
emotional factors, including motivation and confidence levels, significantly affect progress: children typically 
thrive in playful, low-anxiety environments, while adults frequently benefit from structured, goal-oriented 
instruction aligned with career or educational aspirations. The paper further discusses the role of first language 
(L1) transfer, demonstrating how adults’ analytical reliance on L1 frameworks can both facilitate and hinder 
English fluency. Ultimately, the paper advocates age-appropriate methodologies that blend both communicative 
and explicit approaches, acknowledging individual variation within each group. Understanding these differences 
empowers educators, curriculum developers, and policymakers to optimize language-learning environments and 
outcomes for learners of all ages.    
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Introduction: The process of learning English as a 
second or foreign language has fascinated scholars for 
decades, leading to an extensive body of research that 
examines how age influences linguistic development. 
Children and adults exhibit distinct patterns in language 
acquisition due to biological, cognitive, and socio-
emotional factors. These elements shape how learners 
perceive, process, and retain new linguistic input, as 
well as how they apply this knowledge in 
communicative contexts. While children are often 
praised for their apparently effortless acquisition of 
new languages, adults bring their own sets of 
advantages, including more developed cognitive 
strategies and metalinguistic awareness. Yet, the 
challenges adults face—such as interference from their 
first language and the demands of social and 
professional responsibilities—can complicate their 
path to fluency. Understanding the differences 
between these two groups is crucial for educators, 
curriculum developers, and policymakers to create age-

appropriate teaching methods and optimize language 
learning outcomes. 

A pivotal concept in second language acquisition 
research is the Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH), 
originally popularized by Eric Lenneberg, which 
suggests that there is a window of time—often 
associated with childhood—during which language 
learning is facilitated by heightened neuroplasticity. For 
children, the brain’s plasticity is believed to allow 
quicker, more intuitive internalization of phonological 
and syntactic patterns. They can mimic native 
pronunciation and absorb grammatical structures 
without extensive conscious effort, especially in 
immersive settings where the target language is used 
naturally and consistently. However, while this 
heightened plasticity benefits children, it does not 
imply that adults are incapable of achieving near-native 
proficiency. Indeed, many adults do master English 
successfully, though the route may be more analytical 
and less automatic. In adulthood, the brain has 
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undergone significant lateralization, and learners may 
rely more on explicit learning strategies and prior 
knowledge rather than intuitive absorption of linguistic 
patterns. 

In terms of cognitive development, children typically 
learn English through interaction, play, and the 
constant negotiation of meaning. Their cognitive style 
is exploratory and curiosity-driven; they are less 
inhibited about making mistakes and more willing to 
engage in linguistic experimentation. Adults, on the 
other hand, have a more sophisticated cognitive 
framework. They can analyze linguistic rules, recognize 
patterns, and employ complex strategies for studying 
grammar and vocabulary. This can actually accelerate 
certain aspects of language acquisition, such as reading 
comprehension and writing, because it allows for 
deliberate memorization and structured practice. 
Nevertheless, adults’ analytical approach can 
sometimes hinder fluency and spontaneity in speaking, 
as they may over-monitor their output for accuracy. 
This heightened self-consciousness and desire for 
correctness can lead to performance anxiety, which is 
less common among children, who are generally 
uninhibited communicators. 

Another area that illuminates the differences between 
child and adult learners is motivation and life context. 
Adults often have clearer and more urgent goals for 
learning English: they may need it for career 
advancement, higher education, or relocation to an 
English-speaking country. This strong instrumental 
motivation can drive them to devote time and 
resources to language courses, self-study materials, 
and conversation clubs. Yet, it can also introduce 
anxiety and high-stakes pressure if their livelihoods or 
personal aspirations depend on rapid progress. 
Children, conversely, often learn English in school 
settings where it may be part of the standard 
curriculum. Their motivation can be more integrative 
and playful, shaped by the desire to interact with 
friends, consume English-language media, and explore 
other cultures. However, if the learning environment 
does not capture their interest—perhaps due to overly 
traditional methods or large class sizes—they can 
become disengaged. In this sense, both groups are 
sensitive to the learning context, but their motivational 
triggers and the repercussions of success or failure 
differ substantially. 

Socio-emotional factors play a key role as well. 
Children’s language development is strongly tied to 
peer interaction, play-based activities, and immersive 
exposure. They often learn best when the environment 
is low-anxiety, interactive, and tailored to their 
developmental stage. Children are also less burdened 
by preconceived notions of language difficulty and are 

typically more adaptable to new phonological systems. 
Adults, meanwhile, bring a wealth of life experience, 
but they also bring inhibitions. The social and 
emotional factors, including fear of making mistakes or 
appearing incompetent, can impede risk-taking in 
speaking situations. This social inhibition may slow 
their progress in oral communication, even if their 
reading and writing skills develop quickly. 
Consequently, adult learners often benefit from 
supportive, non-judgmental classroom environments, 
where making errors is treated as a natural part of the 
learning process rather than a personal failing. 

The role of the first language (L1) transfer also 
underscores differences between child and adult 
learners. Adult learners tend to rely heavily on their L1 
knowledge when forming sentences in English, 
resulting in transfer errors—such as incorrect word 
order or literal translations that echo their mother 
tongue’s structure. This reliance on the L1 may be both 
an advantage and a disadvantage. On the one hand, 
knowledge of grammatical concepts in the first 
language can offer shortcuts to understanding English 
grammar. On the other, persistent interference can 
entrench errors if not addressed. Children may not 
have as robust a conceptual framework in their L1, 
which means they rely less on direct translation. 
Instead, they develop a separate linguistic system for 
English, allowing them to acquire native-like 
pronunciation and intuitive grammaticality judgments 
more easily. However, in contexts where children are 
not exposed to enough English input, or where code-
switching with their L1 is prevalent, they too can 
develop fossilized errors, albeit in different areas from 
adults. 

Teaching methodologies designed for children often 
focus on interactive, playful, and context-embedded 
tasks. Songs, games, and storytelling are used to 
engage their natural curiosity. Visual stimuli and 
physical activities (Total Physical Response, for 
instance) help link language to sensory experiences. 
Children benefit from routines and repeated patterns 
that reinforce vocabulary and structures. In contrast, 
adults may prefer more systematic approaches, such as 
explicit grammar instruction, structured dialogues, and 
reading comprehension exercises. They often 
appreciate understanding the rationale behind 
linguistic rules. However, modern pedagogical 
approaches increasingly advocate a mixed-method 
strategy, recognizing that adults also need meaningful, 
communicative practice to improve fluency. When 
instructors incorporate role-plays, simulations, and 
authentic materials—like newspapers, podcasts, and 
online forums—adult learners are more likely to use 
English spontaneously and integrate new language 
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skills into real-life contexts. Similarly, children can 
benefit from occasional explicit instruction, especially if 
it is brief, age-appropriate, and closely tied to 
communicative practice. 

A common misconception is that adults always learn 
more slowly, but research indicates that they can 
actually make rapid gains in the early stages due to 
their ability to utilize complex cognitive strategies. They 
often pick up reading and writing skills at a faster initial 
rate compared to children, who need more time to 
become literate in their first language before 
transferring those skills to English. Children, however, 
have the edge in pronunciation and intonation, 
benefiting from that earlier-mentioned neuroplasticity 
and a less rigid articulatory setting. Over the long term, 
individual differences—motivation, exposure, quality 
of instruction, and personal interest—play a decisive 
role in final attainment, regardless of age. Hence, it 
would be overly simplistic to assume that children are 
always better language learners or that adults are at a 
permanent disadvantage. 

Ultimately, policy implications arise when considering 
how to structure English programs for different age 
groups. For children, an early start can foster near-
native pronunciation and a more intuitive grasp of 
grammar, provided that the instruction is engaging, 
consistent, and reinforced by plenty of exposure. For 
adults, flexible scheduling, targeted skill development 
(for instance, business English or academic English), 
and recognition of their time constraints and 
responsibilities can optimize learning. Both children 
and adults benefit from immersion experiences, 
whether it is through study-abroad programs, bilingual 
schools, online language exchanges, or conversational 
meetups. These immersive opportunities help bridge 
the gap between theoretical knowledge and practical 
application, reinforcing language skills in authentic 
social contexts. 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, while children and adults diverge in their 
approaches to acquiring English due to neurological, 
cognitive, and socio-emotional factors, both groups can 
achieve significant proficiency given appropriate 
circumstances. Children may internalize the language 
more subconsciously and develop native-like accents 
with relative ease, whereas adults often employ more 
strategic, metalinguistic methods grounded in their 
broader life experiences and educational backgrounds. 
The most effective instructional models recognize 
these differences and cater to the specific needs and 
strengths of each age group. By implementing flexible, 
evidence-based teaching strategies and fostering 
supportive learning environments, educators can help 

both children and adults flourish in their journey 
toward English language mastery. Ultimately, a deeper 
understanding of age-related differences in language 
acquisition not only enriches the field of applied 
linguistics but also translates into more effective and 
empowering English language education for learners of 
all ages. 

REFERENCES 

Lenneberg E. H. Biological Foundations of Language. – 
New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1967. – 489 p. 

Krashen S. D. Principles and Practice in Second 
Language Acquisition. – Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1982. 
– 202 p. 

Ellis R. Understanding Second Language Acquisition. – 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015. – 387 p. 

Lightbown P. M., Spada N. How Languages Are Learned. 
– 4th ed. – Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013. – 272 
p. 

Brown H. D. Principles of Language Learning and 
Teaching. – 6th ed. – White Plains, NY: Pearson 
Education, 2014. – 432 p. 

Harmer J. The Practice of English Language Teaching. – 
5th ed. – Harlow: Pearson Education, 2015. – 446 p. 

Scott W. A., Ytreberg L. H. Teaching English to Children. 
– London: Longman, 1990. – 96 p.  

 


