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Background to the workshop
• Funded by ESRC grant “Exploring second language learning in 

children: The role of input structure, learning schedule and explicit 
instruction” 

• Recent changes to National Curriculum introduced foreign language 
teaching from Key Stage 2 (age 7-11): 

“Teaching may be of any modern or ancient foreign language and 
should focus on enabling pupils to make substantial progress in one 
language. The teaching should provide an appropriate balance of 
spoken and written language and should lay the foundations for 
further foreign language teaching at Key Stage 3”



Role of age in language learning: 
Critical Period Hypothesis 
• Lenneberg (1967) “Biological Basis of Language” 

• Brain reaches a biologically mature state at puberty and acts as though it is 
“set in its ways”, making it difficult to acquire a new language after that time 

• Evidence:
• Children make faster more complete recovery from aphasia than adults 

• Neglect cases (e.g. “Genie”, Curtiss, 1977)

• Deaf individuals not learning first language in the home: ability to learn first 
(sign) language declines with age (Mayberry, 2010)



Role of age in language learning
• Johnson & Newport (1989)

• Native speakers of Korean/Chinese living in the US

• All lived in US; length of time in US ~ 10 years

• Given a test of English Grammar

Age effects different for 
different structures.



Role of age in language learning
• Johnson & Newport (1989)

• Second language learning shows effects of age of acquisition (later is worse)

• Different effects for different language structures

• No correlations between age of acquisition after 15 years 

 Final “poor end state” for learning language has been reached

Replicated in many studies of long term learning 
of second languages in naturalistic setting 

Not well 
replicated



Role of age in language learning
• Hakuta, Bialystok and Wiley (2003)

• Some late leaners achieve native (or near native) performance (e.g. 
Birdsong, 1992)
 “Sensitive Period” may be a better term

Native Chinese 
speakers

Data support 
gradual decline 

with age of 
acquisition 

through the life 
span

Native Spanish 
speakers



Role of age in language learning
• Long term second language learning (5 yrs +) in naturalistic settings

• Better to start younger

• Gradual decline, no sharp cut off 

• Short term second language learning (- 5 yrs) in naturalistic settings
• Often find and advantage for OLDER learners (e.g. Snow and Hoefnagel-Höhle, 1978)

• Foreign Language instruction?



Role of age in language learning
• Foreign Language instruction 

• Very mixed results

• Huang (2016): review paper (42 studies) on average, older children 
outperform younger children

• Only a handful of studies find evidence of “catch up” (e.g. Muños, 2014, 
found that younger children hadn’t caught up after 15 years)

• Best evidence for younger > older in domain of phonological perception / 
production (e.g. Larson-Hall, 2008)



Second language learning in the primary years
• No clear evidence that starting in primary will lead to better outcomes

• May have other cultural benefits:
• Increase confidence towards Foreign Language learning

• Increase positive attitudes cultures

(from Heiromning-Boynton & Haitema, 2007)



Second language learning in the primary years
• No clear evidence that starting in primary will lead to better outcomes

• Need research exploring what works for younger learners



TODAY’S PROGRAM
10:30 Professor Suzanne Graham: Learning French in the Primary School: The Role of Teaching 

and Teacher Factors

11:30 Dr Alison Porter: Teaching and Learning French Sound/Spelling Links in Key Stage 2: What 
kind of progress can learners make? What are the challenges for teachers and learners?

12:00 Professor Florence Myles: Beginning to Learn French in the Primary Classroom: The 
Origins of Grammar

13:30 Dr Diana Pili-Moss: Teaching Second Languages through Computer Games: Engagement 
meets Intensive Language Exposure

14:00 Dr Elizabeth Wonnacott, Dr Helen Brown & Miss Lydia Gunning: Learning Gender Classes in 
Italian via a Computerized Word Learning Game

14:30 Discussion

11:00 coffee break

12:30 lunch
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