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1.0 Introduction 

Learners of English as a second language come from all ages, backgrounds, and levels of 

education. Teachers of adults and young learners (YLs) deal with different issues depending on 

the average age and level of a classroom and should adjust their lessons accordingly. The 

following paper will examine how adults and YLs differ in an EFL context. Furthermore, it will 

provide adaptations for teachers of YLs because they have unique strengths and weaknesses that 

need to be addressed in order for second language acquisition to be as successful as possible.  

 

2.0 Literature Review  

Before adaptations for the YL classroom can be explored, a review of the pertinent literature is 

necessary. The following section will explore the differences between adults and YLs with 

respect to second language acquisition.  

 

2.1 The Critical Period Hypothesis 

Historically, young learners were thought to be at an advantage with regards to learning English 

as a foreign language. This idea began in 1959 with the Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH), which 

proposed that the brain acquires a second language similarly to how it recovers from trauma and 

disorders because full recovery is less likely as the brain matures (Hakuta, Bialystok, & Wiley, 

2003: 31). The ideas presented by the CPH have influenced educators to encourage students to 

begin studying second languages as early as possible, and propagated the “myth” that young 

learners are better at learning languages than adults (Scovel, 2000: 114-136).  

Recently, studies have suggested that while YLs have certain advantages over adults, there is no 

convincing support for a critical period (Bialystok, 1997:133). This is supported by Birdsong and 

Molis (2001), whose study found that while pronunciation was susceptible to age effects, 

performance in morphosyntax was not, and there was no evidence for a critical period as a factor 

in second language acquisition (235-249). Flege, Yeni-Komshian and Liu (1999) in Korea found 

that variations in education and language use effected morphosyntax rather than age of 
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acquisition (AOA) and a critical period (100-101). It must be noted that while a critical period 

may not exist, second language proficiency does decline with AOA (Hakuta, Bialystok, & 

Wiley, 2003:37). Additionally, studies by Weber-Fox and Neville (1996, 1999) and Kim et al. 

(1997) seem to show that there is in fact a neurological difference between younger and older 

learners (Pinter, 2011: 53). Consequently, an alternative to the CPH accepts that “second-

language learning becomes compromised with age, potentially because of factors that are not 

specific to language but nevertheless interfere with the individual’s ability to learn a new 

language” (Hakuta, Bialystok, & Wiley, 2003: 31).  

 

2.2 The Zone of Proximal Development and Scaffolding 

Another influential theory with regards to how YLs and adults differ is the Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD). The ZPD is the difference between what an individual learning alone and 

one working with the help of an expert may accomplish (Lantolf, & Al Jaafreh, 1995: 619 citing 

Vygotsky, 1978: 86). A second language which falls in a YLs’ ZPD will make sense and they 

will begin to understand it (Cameron, 2001:6). Once achievements beyond what a child can do 

themselves is reached, scaffolding from an instructor may be required. Scaffolding is language 

which helps a child carry out activities (Cameron, 2001: 8 citing Bruner, 1983, 1990; Wood, 

Bruner & Ross, 1976).  

Scaffolding helps children to attend to what is relevant, adopt useful strategies, and remember 

the whole tasks and goals (Cameron, 2001: 9 citing Wood, 1998). Children progressing from 

picture books, to being read to by their parents, to reading books with greater difficulty on their 

own, is an example. Applebee and Langer (1986) present five criteria for effective scaffolding; 

student ownership of the learning event, appropriateness of the instructional task, a structured 

learning environment, shared responsibility, and a transfer of control, which provide new ways to 

think about familiar teaching without abandoning the past (in Foley, 1994: 101). 

Although the existence of a critical period and a ZPD may be factors in second language 

acquisition, it is also important for teachers to focus on factors they can in some way influence. 

The following section will examine how teachers may encounter cognitive differences and 

learner motivation issues and the affect they have on the language classroom.  
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3.0 Cognitive abilities 

While the previously discussed CPH may not be a relevant issue to most students, YLs and 

adults do have different cognitive abilities which can influence the way they learn a second 

language. Unlike adults, YLs are in the beginning stages of their cognitive development (Bourke, 

2006: 80). Moon (2005) explains how children, specifically, use language as a way to understand 

what is happening, while adult learners are generally interested in the language itself because 

they have greater cognitive abilities and can be more analytical (31). Lightbown & Spada (2006) 

agree, claiming that YLs have much less “cognitive maturity or metalinguistic awareness” than 

their adult counterparts (30). Anthony’s (2014: 14) chart below is an example of this: 

 

 

Research on the subject has made some interesting findings. Smith & Strong (2009) reference 

Robinson (2005) who claims that adults have greater cognitive abilities than children because 

they are able to discuss their learning styles and strategies and adapt accordingly (2). In 

concurrence, Gürsoy (2010) found that adults and YLs used different learning strategies due in 

part to their differences in cognitive abilities (172). While Hakuta, Bialystok, & Wiley (2003) 

have shown that there is an age-related decline in cognitive abilities which must certainly affect 

the ability to learn a new language (32), greater cognitive development may also be why mature 
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learners are capable of making quicker grammatical and lexical improvements than YLs (Harley 

& Wang, 1997).  

 

3.1 Motivation 

With regards to ELT, a student’s motivation is often an indicator for success when learning a 

second language (Dörnyei, 1994: 273). Students of all ages derive their motivations from both 

intrinsic and extrinsic sources. Intrinsic motivations come from curiosity and desire for a 

challenge, relative value of the activity, a sense of agency, desire for mastery, ideas of self-

worth, various attitudes towards the target language, confidence, age, anxiety and gender. 

Extrinsic forces are more concrete such as the influence of family, peers, school, societal 

expectations, the learning environment and future implications. The following table expands on 

the various intrinsic and extrinsic factors:  

 

(Williams & Burden, 1997 in Dörnyei, 1998: 126). 
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Adults and YLs exhibit different motivations in the EFL classroom. Adults are likely to come 

into classrooms with several different types of pre-existing sets of motivations such as extrinsic, 

intrinsic, integrative and/or instrumental (Anthony, 2014: 15). Unlike YLs, adult learners are 

focused on goals and learn for specific purposes with a desire for immediate value and relevance 

for their work (Smith & Strong, 2009: 1). Consequently, motivation in adult learners is less of an 

obstacle than it is for teachers of YLs.      

The strongest source of YL motivation is extrinsic because they often have little to no pragmatic 

need of a L2, have less pressure with regards to tests and have limited exposure outside of the 

classroom (Anthony, 2014: 16). Therefore, parents and schools are the initial motivating factor 

for YLs to learn a second language. However, because YLs tend to learn implicitly (Arıkan & 

Ulaş-Tarah, 2010: 5212 citing Cameron, 2001; Halliwell, 1992; Keddle, 1997; Pinter, 2006; 

Slatterly & Willis, 2001) they can be motivated intrinsically as well. 

Although YLs are often “conscripts” in language classes, they are naturally curious, energetic 

and good-natured, and an early start can foster self-esteem and positive views of language 

learning (The University of Cambridge, 2010: 2-3). Finally, YLs tend to be intrinsically 

motivated by games and activities (Thornton, 2001: 12) rather than learning the language itself 

(Argondizzo, 1992:6). 

 

3.2 Other differences  

Aside from cognitive and motivational differences, adults and YLs have more tangible 

differences that manifest in the classroom. Unlike adults, YLs are still developing and may have 

difficulties in controlling their behavior (Moon, 2005: 31 citing Clark, 1990). Furthermore, when 

children are stressed or bored they may express it through restless behavior while adults are able 

to control themselves. Consequently, supervision may be necessary for group activities because 

they may not understand that co-operation is beneficial for language learning and encourages 

negotiation of meaning (Moon, 2005:31).  

The self-awareness of adults can be particularly helpful because they are able to use strategies to 

monitor their own learning (Smith & Strong, 2009: 3). Since YLs are in the early stages of their 

development, language strategy use will be different than adults (Gürsoy, 2010: 165). Studies 



9 
 

have found in a bilingual classroom that children with greater English proficiency used a wider 

range of learning strategies (e.g. code switching, formulaic expressions) than those of their less 

proficient peers (Chesterfield & Chesterfield, 1985: 56). Examples of how YLs develop as they 

age can be seen below: 

 

(Anthony, 2014: 11). 

YLs also often have significant anxiety with regards to speaking a L2 in front of their peers and 

teachers. This anxiety is due to students’ inability to express themselves, fear of a negative social 

impression, and being evaluated (Meyer, 2008: 151). While alleviating learner anxiety may be 

difficult, it is not insurmountable. Use of the L1 in the L2 classroom is one strategy that can help 

ease learner anxiety, and will be explored in section 4.3.  

 

4.0 Adaptations 

As shown, numerous issues with regards to differences between adults and YLs exist for EFL 

teachers. Subsequently, EFL classrooms need to be adapted to fit the needs of the students in 

them. The next section will examine three ways in which adaptations may be necessary. 

Furthermore, how those adaptations can be applied to the classroom will be presented.  
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4.1 Teacher as Motivator  

As discussed in section 3.1, motivation is a very important factor in ELT, especially with YLs. It 

is so important, a students’ motivation may in fact make up for “considerable deficiencies both in 

one's language aptitude and learning conditions” (Dörnyei, 1998: 117). In many instances, it is 

up to the teacher to motivate YLs and instructors must adapt their classrooms accordingly. 

Research has shown that the teacher as a motivator in the EFL classroom works well (Cheng & 

Dörnyei, 2007: 171). As an example, Garcia (2007) in Spain found that low immersion YLs who 

were motivated by their teacher could communicate in the L2, if given a purpose (44).  

Culture may play a role in a teacher’s ability to motivate students. A study in South Korea found 

that strategies used to motivate Korean students are hardly ever used because teachers attach 

very little importance in doing so (Guilloteaux, 2013: 3). Korean teachers instead believe they 

can help students by analyzing their past performances, and how students process those actions 

will motivate them in the future because some of their most powerful motivation tools consist of 

committing to students’ progress, projecting enthusiasm, and developing positive relationships 

(2013: 10).  

On the other hand, micro strategies which have shown to be effective in the west, such as helping 

students create individual study plans, creating an accepting and friendly classroom climate with 

positive group dynamics, teaching cultural values associated with the L2, making learning 

stimulating and enjoyable and promoting learning autonomy (2013: 11) all ranked at the bottom 

of teachers’ perceived importance. Similarly, Cheng and Dörnyei (2007) found motivating 

strategies which were effective in Hungary were seen as unimportant in Taiwan (171). These 

examples make it clear that instructors must be sensitive to any cultural issues when trying to 

motivate YLs.  

Blending strategies of perceived importance may be an effective way for teachers to extrinsically 

motivate their students while fostering intrinsic motivation which can lead to continued harmony 

and success. When planning strategies for YLs, teachers may be most effective when taking a 

traditional approach. Cheng and Dörnyei (2007) show that universal strategies such as 

‘displaying motivating teacher behavior’, ‘promoting learners’ self-confidence’, ‘creating a 

pleasant classroom environment’ and ‘presenting tasks properly’ (171) are all useful tools that 
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can motivate YLs in any context. The following table provides some more useful tips teacher can 

use to motivate their students: 

 

(Dörnyei, 1998: 131). 

While any motivational strategy may be worthwhile, it must also be seen as such by students, 

and teachers should assess their perceptions before moving forward (Bernaus & Gardner, 2008: 

399). Seo (2012) suggests teachers should also create different lesson plans based on appropriate 

levels and strive to learn students’ names and interests while fostering a need for self-motivation 

because interest in learning a FL decreases with grade level (168). Unlike adults, YLs often need 

outside encouragement to continue their studies effectively. A positive-minded teacher using 

motivational strategies would make a useful addition to any YL classroom.  

 

4.2 Games & Activities 

The use of games and activities in the EFL classroom are both adaptations which are crucial for 

success when teaching YLs. Research has shown that YLs learn better through games than with 

traditional classroom practices (Rixon, 1991). This is because games in the EFL classroom allow 

YLs to see that learning English is enjoyable and rewarding in a co-operative way (Phillips, 

2001: 79). Games are a “must” for YLs because they are intrinsically motivating and part of 

students’ here-and-now (Thornton, 2012: 12).  
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Since the language used in games is an example of sequential scaffolding (Foley, 1994: 101), 

instructors should focus on using methods which promote the aforementioned effective 

scaffolding techniques. With regards to the ZPD, activities should be geared to enhance YLs’ 

current level of development (Rogoff & Wertsh, 1984: 5) and be appropriate for their age. 

Games and activities allow YLs to feel at ease in the language classroom, and create 

opportunities for them to learn without explicitly studying. 

When attempting to implement games in the YL classroom, careful attention should be payed to 

how pedagogically relevant they may seem to the local culture and the participants in the 

classroom. In Australia, adult migrant students ranked playing games as the least useful way for 

them to learn in the classroom (Littlewood, 2010: 47-48). Students at the tertiary level in Hong 

Kong felt a similar way (ibid).  

While this section is focused on adaptations for YLs, it is not unreasonable to assume that the 

sentiment that games have no part in the English classroom for adults would extend to children 

as well. Many students in East Asia are taught English to pass a test which focuses on grammar, 

vocabulary and reading comprehension (Littlewood, 2007: 245). Classrooms that incorporate 

western ideas such as games, activities and communicative language teaching (CLT) may not be 

appropriate when parents want a more exam oriented instruction (Shim & Baik, 2004: 246). 

Although this scenario may force teachers into teaching YLs through seemingly outdated 

methods, cultural and parental influence when teaching YLs should not be dismissed.  

One way of implementing games and activities for YLs is to make them seem relevant to student 

coursework. Games and activities should use the vocabulary and subject matter from student 

workbooks. Their usage should also be indicated on the schedule or syllabus. In doing so, parents 

can see that teachers are not playing games simply to waste time at the end of a lesson. Full 

disclosure of their use and why they are being implemented will allow parents to address any 

concerns with games or activities before the start of a course.  

Another way to utilize games would be to embrace the technology and computer games children 

play on their own. Over the course of three days, Miller and Hegelheimer (2006) played a 

popular interactive simulation computer game in class with students. They found that the game 

was appealing, promoted communicative language, and almost all of the students enjoyed it 

while learning something (323). While more research is necessary, online games that students 
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play outside of the classroom may function as learning tools as well. Online multiplayer games 

encourage communication and cooperation (Jones, 2005: 20) and instructors of YLs may be able 

to use them to foster language learning. Games and activities are important parts of the YL 

classroom, and neglecting their usage would be detrimental to developing learners. They provide 

a positive and encouraging way for YLs to interact using English in the L2 classroom.  

 

4.3 L1 usage 

YLs in the EFL classroom often deal with anxiety with regards to using the L2. They are 

concerned with being judged by friends, peers, instructors and family. Finding ways to lower YL 

is especially important because it “may facilitate language learning and success may improve 

self-confidence” (Saville-Troike, 2006: 90). To alleviate learner anxiety, teachers can adjust their 

classroom to allow for the sanctioned use of the L1. Atkinson (1987) explains that using the L1 

is a learner-preferred, humanistic strategy that is more efficient when explaining and allowing it 

in the classroom helps YLs and teachers with eliciting language, checking comprehension, 

complex instructions at basic levels, co-operating in groups, explaining classroom methodology, 

using translation to highlight a recently taught language item, checking for sense, testing, and 

developing circumlocution strategies (242-246). However, use of the L1 should be kept to a 

minimum, and in context, because overuse can lead to over dependence, crude translation, lazy 

interactions and unfocused rhetoric (ibid).   

Using the L1 in the L2 classroom can make YLs feel comfortable and at ease with their learning 

environment. Students can use the L1 to communicate meaning to one another which may take a 

language teacher significantly more time to express. Not only does using the L1 save time, it also 

allows students to interact genuinely with each other, creating a sense of camaraderie while 

helping them work through problems together. Supervising YL usage of their L1 is important for 

teachers to maintain control and keep it on task. It may also be useful for teachers when there is a 

breakdown in YL behavior or classroom discipline. While it is not necessary for English teachers 

to be fluent in their students’ native tongues, understanding the basic things they say often can 

help teachers interact naturally. YLs seeing a teacher experiencing some of the same difficulties 

with language they may be experiencing as well can break down formal barriers which cause 
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anxiety. As shown, the L1 is an adaptation that any EFL teacher can adapt to their situation in a 

meaningful and positive way to help YLs improve.  

 

4.4 Other adaptations 

ELT instructors have many other strategies at their disposal. These include supplementing 

materials with visuals, realia, and movement; involving students in making visuals and realia; 

moving quickly between activities; teaching in themes; using stories and contexts familiar to 

students; establishing classroom routines in English; using helpers from the community; 

collaborating with other teachers and coworkers; and communicating with other YL 

professionals (Shin, 2007). Using these ideas in conjunction with the main ideas this paper has 

presented can benefit teachers by providing more ways to facilitate language learning in the YL 

classroom. 

 

5.0 Conclusion 

This paper has attempted to show the differences between adults and YLs in an EFL context and 

how those differences affect how they learn. It explored the possibility of a critical period for 

YLs to acquire a second language, how YLs work in the ZPD, and how scaffolding can be an 

effective tool. Differences in motivation and cognition were also examined. Finally, this paper 

provided three adaptations including helping to motivate students, using games and activities, 

and using the L1 as a resource when appropriate, which are all necessary adaptations for success 

when teaching YLs. In summary, adults and YLs are quite different with regards to motivation 

and learning strategies. YLs require different methods than adults and teachers should adjust 

their lessons appropriately.   
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