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Abstract:
There are increasing number of people learning a second language in current society. Given its importance, linguists are 
intrigued by effective methods of second language acquisition. They have put forward some opinions about the impact 
on the impacts on both first language (L1) and second language (L2) acquisition. To have a further exploration of the 
impact on L2 acquisition, this research focuses on the age-related factors in L2 learning in Chinese children and adults. 
The author picks out three representatives from different age groups to interview about their experiences of L2 learning. 
Through their answers, the authors found that self-cognition plays an important role in learning L2. Furthermore, adults‘ 
L2 learning is more significantly influenced by various limitations. To develop suitable methods for learners of different 
ages, it is essential that learners proactively engage with L2 learning. Additionally, high school teachers should ensure 
students have ample opportunities to practice.
Keywords: L2 acquisition; Age factor; Cognitive differences.

1. Introduction
In the process of social development, to adjust to the hu-
man resources market, an increasing number of people 
acquiring a second language will be an inevitable tenden-
cy. Besides, this trend encompasses a diverse range of age 
groups, with each language learner pursuing unique ob-
jectives. In addition, students have access to more choices 
for their second language acquisition from school. Oppor-
tunities and platforms for language learning are rapidly 
increasing. However, many learners are unsure about the 
best methods for second language acquisition and often 
emulate others‘ success to achieve their own goals.
As the number of second language learners continues to 
grow, some linguists have become interested in second 
language acquisition and aim to uncover how humans 
acquire a new language. Till now, the arguments on the 
impact of universal grammar on second language acqui-
sition are still in progress.Additionally, the role of grit 
in second language acquisition has garnered significant 
interest recently, particularly its strong association with 
background factors. An overview of the field of second 
language acquisition shows that most research is ground-
ed in fundamental background factors. These factors are 
crucial to linguistics and must be thoroughly investigated 
to enhance the validity of research.

The research in language acquisition has been significant-
ly influenced by Noam Chomsky, an American professor 
of linguistics. His concept of „Universal Grammar“ was 
first introduced in his 1968 book, Chomsky‘s Universal 
Grammar: An Introduction[1]. This concept emerged to 
explain how children achieve first language acquisition. 
For the great explanation on first language acquisition, 
part of linguists generate thought whether universal gram-
mar can also fully apply to second language acquisition. 
According to Lydia White’s perspective, she suggested 
that the process of second language learning is not the 
same as first language acquisition, on the contrary, it is 
limited by universal grammar [2]. In essence, the process 
by which children acquire a second language differs from 
their first language acquisition. This limitation leads the 
learners to the ineffective way to second language acquisi-
tion and neglect the age-related distinctions. Other experts 
acknowledge this limitation and propose that L2 acqui-
sition is not strongly governed by Universal Grammar 
but is also influenced by factors such as age and diverse 
goals[3]. Moreover, those factors affecting the learning 
process can be distinguished by different age groups. To 
better study the differences between first and second lan-
guage acquisition, linguists tend to research the relation-
ship between background factors and other personalities 
or pay more attention to individual background factors, 
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such as age or gender.
The influence of age plays a significant role in learning 
a new language. This paper assists learners from various 
age groups in identifying the most effective methods for 
L2 acquisition. Besides, the essay provides its unique ap-
proach to consider the age factor. However, to review the 
development of the research on second language acquisi-
tion, most studies mention the age factor. There is no more 
specific information about why age can influence L2 ac-
quisition, and also the further exploration on it. This paper 
aims to explore the underlying reasons behind age-related 
variations in L2 acquisition.
This research builds upon previous findings, concentrating 
on the differences that age introduces in second language 
(L2) acquisition between children and adults, with a spe-
cific focus on cultural and cognitive distinctions. Specifi-
cally, it focuses on the cultural and cognition distinctions 
that age factor makes between children and adults. In 
addition, to collect learners’ perspectives on issues related 
to L2 acquisition, the author interviews learners from dif-
ferent age groups. There are three age groups --- teenagers 
in middle and high school, young adults in university, and 
adults having work experience. The author selected one 
representative from each group to answer three questions 
addressing different aspects of L2 acquisition. The ques-
tions focused on the difficulties encountered in L2 acqui-
sition, motivations for learning a second language, and 
strategies for language learning.
In terms of practice, this research studies the differences 
between children and adults in second language acquisi-
tion. Apart from analyzing the existing research on sec-
ond language acquisition, the study addresses real-world 
challenges faced during the language learning process by 
interviewing learners from various age groups. This ap-
proach allows the research to directly capture the learners‘ 
authentic difficulties. Moreover, the findings are intended 
to apply to a broad audience.
Overall, the background of the study in L2 acquisition has 
been mentioned above, the author finds that the method 
of L2 acquisition still needs to fill the blanks of different 
methods for different ages. Through this essay, the review 
of the factors influencing second language learning con-
cludes what age factor brings to second language acquisi-
tion to help learners be clearer about their goals of learn-
ing a second language.

2. Age-Related Distinctions in Second 
Language Acquisition: Children vs. 
Adults
In examining numerous prior studies, the factor of age has 
frequently been highlighted due to the correlation between 
increasing age and the accumulation of human experi-
ence. This experience can influence the results of second 

language acquisition, affecting distinctions in the way to 
realize oneself and the way to face adversities. According 
to Erickson‘s theory of psychosocial development, the hu-
man lifespan is divided into eight stages. From his theory, 
age-related distinctions, like cognitive distinctions can be 
clearly explained. There is a mutually reinforcing relation-
ship between the growth of humans and the development 
of self-cognition. Earlier experiences are believed to influ-
ence the resolution of subsequent cognitive development 
issues [4]. The relationship contributes to the development 
and the disappearance of different abilities. Under the 
circumstances of major Chinese education, the cognitive 
distinction is also caused by the teaching mode. Classes 
with limited practical activities do not support children’s 
self-exploration effectively. The style of education leads 
the ambiguous self-cognition.
Besides, age can also create cultural distinction. Under the 
background of the Chinese Educational System, students 
are traditionally more accustomed to receiving knowledge 
passively from teachers, a practice stemming from the 
examination-oriented education prevalent in China. As 
mentioned above, this kind of education system produc-
es cultural distinctions. Henze and Zhu’s essay includes 
a table comparing educational systems in the UK and 
China across various dimensions [5]. The details of the 
differences explain the characteristics of Chinese students.
The table suggests that a lack of practical engagement 
is a common issue. However, compared with students in 
school, adults in the workplace exhibit a shift in learning 
patterns and problem-solving approaches. They try to dis-
cuss their ideas with others and address ideas by critical 
thinking. Critical thinking facilitates the acquisition of 
divergent viewpoints and enriches global perspectives. 
Due to the different ages in different environments, the 
differences in the way of thinking and the pattern of learn-
ing reflect cultural distinctions. Additionally, experience 
significantly influences cultural distinctions beyond envi-
ronmental factors. In China, a school is a place merely for 
studying. Different from children, adults have access to 
accumulate more experience. Therefore, from the aspect 
of experience, the cultural distinction exists between Chi-
nese children and adults.
The relationship between cultural distinction and cog-
nitive distinction is inseparable. The development of 
self-cognition is shaped by culture and individual expe-
rience [6]. Conversely, the depth of self-cognition affects 
the ability to learn and the performance of adversities.

3. Challenges in L2 Learning: The Role 
of Cultural and Cognitive Differences
To explore the influence of cultural and cognitive distinc-
tions between children and adults, interviews were con-
ducted focusing on L2 acquisition. Based on Erickson’s 
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psychosocial theory, the interviewer selected three repre-
sentatives from different age groups --- one interviewee is 
16 and in high school, one is 20 studying in university and 
another one is about 40 working in university. Consider-
ing the background of education, the interviewer divided 
the group of adults into two parts to increase the accuracy.
Initially, the interviewer put forward a question about 
challenges in L2 learning. Teenagers reported that their 
greatest challenge was the lack of opportunities to apply 
what they had learned. That means teenagers mostly learn 
the language in theory, lack of practice. Additionally, dif-
ferences in family background among peers indicated that 
those not exposed to second language learning in early 
childhood were more likely to experience interference 
from their first language (L1) [7]. The college student 
considered that there are uncountable difficulties in L2 
learning, especially pragmatics and communication. The 
teacher suggested that the greatest difficulty in her L2 
learning is a lack of time and the ability to accept new 
things. Different from teenagers and young adults, adults 
have been in their careers for a long time. In China, most 
employees require stability in their position. Once em-
ployees have sought out their comfort zones, it is hard for 
them to challenge themselves.
Responses from the interviewees revealed that high school 
students often lack clear goals, leading to misconceptions 
about their learning challenges. In other words, teenagers 
tend to attribute difficulties to their surroundings due to 
the confusion of self-role cognition, but not their English 
ability [8]. Most teenagers are in a state of confusion in 
high school, especially under great pressure. Owing to 
their confusion, they usually try to imitate other success-
ful experiences. Mostly, following teachers is the most 
convenient path to learn. However, adults in the middle 
stage of adulthood are more inclined to be influenced by 
self-condition [8]. Different challenges in L2 learning 
demonstrate the role of cognitive difference, which con-
tributes to different ways of thinking between teenagers 
and adults largely.
Unexpectedly, the perspective of the university student 
diverged from anticipated patterns. Compared with adults 
in middle age, young adults like college students are con-
fused about their self-cognition as teenagers. As Erick-
son’s theory illustrates university students are in the early 
stage of adulthood. Commonly, they have established 
preliminary cognition of themselves in this period. This 
means young adults should have clear self-cognition. The 
deviation comes from the abrupt changes in the way of 
learning. High school learning is often passive, whereas 
college demands the development of critical thinking, 
leading to disparities in cognitive and thought processes 
[10]. The lack of correspondent self-cognition makes for 
a cultural distinction. It causes a decrease in the efficiency 

of learning. However, college students have their advan-
tages in L2 learning. The changes in the way of learning 
provide young adults with more professional opinions. 
Besides, college students have the competence to accept 
new things. Adaptability provides great chances to accept 
new teaching and learning methods. The professional 
opinions offer new angles to consider their challenges 
specifically.Another interviewee provided a contrasting 
response, highlighting difficulties in pragmatics and com-
munication. The detailed expression of these challenges 
illustrates how cultural differences influence learners‘ 
recognition of true challenges in L2 learning. By compar-
ison, adults’ difficulties come from the limitations of the 
self-conditions.

4. Motivations for L2 Learning: Influ-
ences of Cultural and Cognitive Varia-
tions
When talking about the motivation for L2 learning, the 
answers of high school students and college students 
are nearly the same. They indicated that their learning is 
driven by the desire to achieve good grades, further their 
education, and enhance job prospects. In Chinese educa-
tion, L2 learning is a compulsory curriculum. Moreover, 
proficiency in a second language has become essential for 
job hunting. Thus, the objective of learning L2 is often 
to serve as a “bridge” to other goals, not solely to master 
the language itself. This approach treats L2 learning as 
merely completing a task. Furthermore, this rigid teaching 
method often leads to students forgetting the material af-
ter learning it. However, another interviewee, the teacher, 
provided a contrasting viewpoint. She views learning a 
second language as a form of self-realization. Learning 
a second language to her is more like a hobby to im-
prove her horizon and seek the essence of language. The 
teacher expects to acquire a different cultural background 
through language learning. The perspective of learning 
L2 indicates her strong willingness to learn L2 learning. A 
positive attitude towards L2 learning fosters greater moti-
vation and deeper engagement.
Both groups are motivated by subjective reasons to learn 
a second language. However, forced by subjective reasons 
does not mean they all keep positive emotions in L2 learn-
ing. Compared with adults in their careers, students are 
more likely to form negative motivation for L2 learning 
under the relatively compulsive Chinese educational sys-
tem. If not considering students majoring in the subjects 
associated with language or linguistics, most students 
learn a second language because of parents or teachers. 
Under this circumstance, the pressure from school increas-
es the students’ confusion. By contrast, adults can learn L2 
more flexibly. They can dominate their lifetime and decide 
what is useful to them. With a positive attitude, learning 
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L2 will be in a relaxed environment. In Gardner‘s model 
from Gardner’s Comprehensive Motivation, attitude is the 
most important factor in motivation. Gardner classified at-
titudes into two categories: positive and negative emotions 
[10]. Positive emotion in L2 learning is the desire to learn 
the target language and interest in foreign language, just 
like adults’ attitude towards L2 learning. Students often 
experience negative emotions, such as anxiety about using 
the target language in the classroom [11].
The biggest difference between students and adults in ca-
reers is the environment. In 2005, Zoltán proposed a new 
notion, the L2 Motivational Self System (L2MSS), he sug-
gested the importance of individual subjective initiative 
in learning and teaching [12]. Teenagers are more likely 
to be influenced by others, they are accustomed to follow-
ing others’ instructions because of the class management 
mode [7]. Beyond the classroom, researchers have noted 
that family members also significantly influence L2 learn-
ing [13]. It indicates that teenagers’ initiative is in short-
age. This situation results from the unformed and unstable 
self-cognition. Students frequently experience self-doubt 
during their schooling [4]. Besides, heavy academic pres-
sure urges students to have no time to make it clear their 
motivation for L2 learning. This vicious cycle leads to 
students experiencing negative emotions under significant 
pressure. Conversely, adults, with their well-developed 
self-cognition and accumulated knowledge, have a unique 
perspective that guides their decisions. From this point 
of view, adults have an advantage in comprehensive L2 
learning.

5. Approaches to L2 Learning: Adapt-
ing to Cultural and Cognitive Diversity
The differences in challenges and motivations cause 
different approaches to L2 learning. Reviewing the in-
terviews, high school students typically learn English in 
class. They hardly take advantage of their rest time to 
learn or review English. Due to stress from other subjects, 
they lack time to explore English through additional plat-
forms. Additionally, many high school students do not pri-
oritize English learning. They focus more on getting good 
grades. Therefore, most high school students are good at 
dealing with examinations, but they cannot use English in 
practice. For students interested in language learning, they 
try their best to improve their English ability. They utilize 
all the opportunities, such as answering questions in class 
or reading more extracurricular books. In contrast, there 
is diversity in the ways college students learn English. 
Besides classroom learning, college students also utilize 
mobile phones and laptops for online courses, accessing a 
variety of learning platforms. Additionally, many univer-
sities facilitate study abroad programs. These programs 
allow college students to practice their spoken English 

through volunteer work. Similar to college students, most 
adults choose to attend online lessons due to their lack of 
time. Their careers also provide opportunities to interact 
with people globally. In other words, they can learn En-
glish in a practical way, not just learn in the textbook.
Age-related distinctions, such as cultural and cognitive 
diversity, are influenced by the innate psychological de-
velopment patterns of humans and are challenging to alter. 
However, approaches to L2 learning should adapt to the 
learners themselves. The interviewees, at different life 
stages, face unique challenges; these variations in external 
conditions necessitate distinct learning approaches for 
each. In a study conducted by Cole and Vanderplank in 
2016, the study found that learners can obtain more lan-
guage benefits through informal learning mode --- learn-
ing by mobile devices (e.g., mobile phones, and tablets) 
[14]. This kind of learning method can be used in the pro-
cess of L2 learning to adjust the approaches to language 
learning [15]. The further exploration of informal mobile 
language learning (IMLL) also attracts many linguists to 
help learners of different ages find the most appropriate 
approach. A recent study advocated for a person-centered 
approach to be combined with other language learning 
methods [16].
Analyzing interviewees’ answers, all of them own mobile 
devices, however, teenagers with Chinese educational 
backgrounds, have no time to use mobile devices unless 
with the permission of their parents. Consequently, while 
informal mobile language learning (IMLL) is effective, it 
is impractical for Chinese teenagers. As previously dis-
cussed, the L2 Motivational Self System (L2MSS) is more 
suitable than IMLL for self-disciplined teenagers in L2 
learning [17]. According to an L2MSS study, high school 
students can develop self-regulation and practical skills, 
facilitating adjustments in their L2 learning process [17].

6. Conclusion
According to three interviewees’ perspectives on L2 learn-
ing, students are more likely to be influenced by their lack 
of self-cognition. This performance of young adults in 
self-cognition is different from Erickson’s stages of psy-
chosocial development. The research reflects a common 
phenomenon because of Chinese educational methods. 
Therefore, young adults are also ambiguous about their 
self-cognition. However, they generally possess advantag-
es over adults, such as better memory, a greater capacity 
to accept new things, and more abundant energy. Adults 
are less influenced by their surroundings due to their spe-
cific determinations. The research demonstrates that adults 
have certain advantages in cultural understanding and 
cognitive abilities. The advantages of cultural and cog-
nitive distinctions for adults can both promote and limit 
their L2 learning. From the aspect of cultural distinctions, 
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adults possess more experiences than children. Otherwise, 
students in school are in a state of continuous learning. 
Keeping learning provides students the ability to integrate 
their knowledge, but it causes the loss of practice. In con-
clusion, age inevitably influences language learning dif-
ferences due to its objective and stable nature. However, 
age cannot represent the competence of language learn-
ing. Additionally, learners in different age groups should 
choose an optimization for themselves.
The research results also provide a new opinion to second 
language education teachers. Because of students’ less 
initiative in L2 learning, teachers should develop the habit 
of positive attendance in class. In addition, teachers would 
benefit from moving away from predictable teaching 
methods. Practical teaching methods should be priori-
tized by teachers. Lessons can be enhanced with IMLL or 
L2MSS, tailored to the students‘ backgrounds. Besides, 
the research offers more details about the influence of 
age. The research classifies age factors into two parts --- 
culture and cognition to help more learners and linguists 
study L2 acquisition. The explanation of the differences 
between Chinese children and adults indicates the current 
situation and the common sense of L2 learning.
However, the research has its limitations and deviations. 
The representatives of different age groups have their in-
evitable particularity. Their particularities cannot represent 
all the people in the same age group accurately. For the 
geographical restriction, the range of research contents is 
in China. To conduct a further exploration of the age fac-
tor, the research needs to expand the survey population. 
Besides, the interview is a relatively subjective research 
method. Because of the particularity of the research, the 
research is lack of data analysis. The research will be pro-
moted in the later study to add more statistical evidence.
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