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TESOL QUARTERLY 
Vol. 13, No. 4 
December 1979 

Age, Rate and Eventual Attainment in Second 
Language Acquisition* 

Stephen D. Krashen, Michael A. Long, and Robin C. Scarcella 

This paper presents evidence for three generalizations concerning the 
relationship between age, rate, and eventual attainment in second language 
acquisition: 

(1) Adults proceed through early stages of syntactic and morphological 
development faster than children (where time and exposure are held 
constant). 

(2) Older children acquire faster than younger children (again, in early 
stages of morphological and syntactic development where time and 
exposure are held constant). 

(3) Acquirers who begin natural exposure to second languages during 
childhood generally achieve higher second language proficiency than 
those beginning as adults. 

While recent research reports have claimed to be counter to the hypothesis 
that there is a critical period for language acquisition, the available literature 
is consistent with the three generalizations presented above. 

One popular belief about second language acquisition is that younger-is- 
better, that younger acquirers are better at second language acquisition than 
older acquirers. Recently, certain research reports claim to counter this early 
sensitivity hypothesis; several of these papers imply that the literature on age 
and language acquisition is inconsistent, some showing older, others showing 
younger performers to be superior. (See Walburg, Hase and Pinzur Rasher 1978, 
McLaughlin 1977.) The purpose of this brief comment is to demonstrate that the 
available literature is consistent with three generalizations concerning the rela- 
tionship between age, rate, and eventual attainment in second language acquisi- 
tion: 1) Adults proceed through early stages of syntactic and morphological 
development faster than children (where time and exposure are held con- 
stant)l; 2) Older children acquire faster than younger children (again, in 
early stages of syntactic and morphological development where time and ex- 
posure are held constant);2 and 3) Acquirers who begin natural exposure to 

* We thank Eugene J. Briire for helpful comments on this article. 
Mr. Krashen and Ms. Scarcella are affiliated with the Linguistics Department at the 

University of Southern California. 
Mr. Long is affiliated with the English Department, University of California, Los Angeles. 
1Explanations for these relationships (e.g., neurological, cognitive or affective) will not be discussed here. 
2 Here, we do not distinguish "learn" and "acquire," making no claim as to whether conscious language learning or unconscious language acquisition are involved. 
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second languages during childhood generally achieve higher second language 
proficiency than those beginning as adults. 

In other words, adults and older children in general initially acquire the 
second language faster than young children (older-is-better for rate of acquisi- 
tion), but child second language acquirers will usually be superior in terms of 
ultimate attainment (younger-is-better in the long run). Distinguishing rate 
and attainment, then, resolves the apparent contradictions in the literature. 

In order to provide support for these generalizations, we examined in- 
vestigations of child-adult differences in eventual attainment in second language 
acquisition and short-term studies which compare children and adults acquiring 
second languages in informal, natural environments, as well as formal, classroom 
environments. 

I. Investigations of Eventual Attainment: Long Term Studies 

There have been surprisingly few studies investigating child-adult differ- 
ences in eventual attainment in second language acquisition. The available 
studies all concur, however, that age of arrival in the country where the lan- 
guage is spoken is the best predictor of eventual attainment: 1) those who 
arrive as children attain higher levels of second language proficiency, and 2) 
after a certain period (see discussion below) length of residence (where length 
of residence taps linguistic interaction/input) is not a factor. (see Table 1)3 

2. Investigations of Rate: Short-term Studies 

2.1. Comparisons of Adult/Child Differences. The short-term studies comparing 
children and adults (see Table 2) show adults to be superior to children in 
rate. Treatment or length of residency in these studies varies from twenty-five 
minutes (Asher and Price 1969), an extremely short exposure time, to one year 
(Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle 1978a). (Compare this to Oyama's (1976) study 
in which the length of residence varied from five to eighteen years.) Inter- 
estingly, in Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle (1978a), adults, while clearly su- 
perior to young children in morphology and syntax, did not do better than the 
twelve to fifteen year-olds. Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle suggest that the different 
sorts of linguistic experience the groups received affected the results of their 
study. 
2.2. Comparisons of Older and Younger Child Second Language Acquirers. The 
short term studies which compare older and younger children consistently show 
older children to be faster learners of syntax and morphology when the duration 
of the exposure to the second language is similar, whether the exposure to the 
second language is in natural (as in Table 3), or formal environments (as in 
Table 4). 

The generalizations given here imply that younger acquirers catch up to 
3 Since three out of four studies deal with pronunciation, it could be hypothesized that 

children are superior only for this aspect of linguistic competence. Oyama (1978) helps to 
counter this objection by using the sentence through noise test, considered a listening compre- 
hension measure. 
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Age, Rate, Attainment 579 

older acquirers and, in the case of children compared to adults, eventually 
surpass them. The literature allows us to make some preliminary generalizations 
about the amount of time this catch-up process takes. For morphology and 
syntax, children apparently surpass adults in about one year. Snow and Hoef- 
nagel-Hohle (1978b) report that their 8-10 year old subjects surpassed adult 
acquirers of Dutch after one year on nearly all measures of syntax and mor- 
phology, and the 6-7 year olds surpassed the adults on some measures, includ- 
ing speech fluency. Younger children may take a little longer to catch up to 
older children. The 6-10 year olds in Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle's study had 
still not caught up to the 12-15 year old group after one year. We assume both 
groups eventually attain native or near-native proficiency with continued inter- 
actions in Dutch. Also, in Fathman (1975), older children (11-15) maintained 
a slight superiority in syntax over 6-10 year olds even after three years in the 
country. (This difference may not have been statistically significant, however.)4 

A separate class of studies compares children who begin the study of 
second languages in formal circumstances at different ages (for example, foreign 
language in the elementary school, FLES, beginning at age eight is compared 
to FLES at age eleven.) The results of such studies usually indicate that chil- 
dren starting FLES later catch up to those beginning earlier. For instance, 
Burstall's 1975 study, involving several thousand children studying French in 
elementary schools, essentially reports no differences in French attainment 
between those starting French at ages eight and eleven and those starting 
French at age sixteen. Similar results have been reported in other studies, sum- 
marized in Table 5. 
This finding could be considered consistent with Generalization Two (that older 
children acquire faster than younger children); the younger children in these 
studies acquired at a so much slower pace than the older children that extra 
time counted for very little. Other explanations are also possible. For example, 
in Oller and Nagoto's (1974) study, those who had early FLES were mixed 

4Several studies also report that older children acquire phonological competence (pro- 
unciation) faster than younger children (Ervin-Tripp, 1974; Ekstrand, 1976, for example). 
Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle (1977) report that the ability to imitate nonsense words in a 
second language increases linearly with age, using subjects 5 to 31. Fathman (1975), however, 
reports that her younger subjects were superior to her older subjects. This difference may be 
due to the different age groups studied (Ervin-Tripp compared 7-9 to 4-6 year olds, Ekstrand's 
sample consisted of 8-11 year olds, while Fathman compared 11-15 year olds to 6-10 year 
olds) or length of exposure; Fathman's subjects were in the United States from one to three 
years while maximum length of exposure for Ervin-Tripp's subjects was nine months. As we 
have seen earlier, it may take quite a while for syntax in younger children to catch up to 
the level attained by older children. Phonological competence, however, may catch up very 
rapidly. Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle (1977) report that "age differences (in pronunciation 
of Dutch as a second language) disappeared by 4-5 months after starting to learn the second 
language . . by 10-11 months . .. the younger children still excelled in pronouncing some 
sounds, though there was still no overall age difference" (p. 357). (Snow and Hoefnagel- 
Hohle also report, however, that even after 18 months, few subjects were native-like, regard- 
less of age.) Thus, the younger children in Fathman's study may have caught up with and 
(temporarily) surpassed the older children in pronunciation. In Ervin-Tripp's study, there 
may not have been enough time for this to have taken place. Asher and Garcia, however, 
report that their subjects who were in the United States from 5-8 years outperformed those 
in the United States 1-4 years on their pronunciation task. This result implies that acquisition 
of phonology may take somewhat longer. Further research may settle this issue. 

This content downloaded from 185.2.32.141 on Sat, 21 Jun 2014 22:25:58 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
qzuser
Underline

qzuser
Underline

qzuser
Underline

qzuser
Underline

qzuser
Highlight



TA
B
LE 5 

C
h
ild Secon

d Lan
guage Studies: Form

al En
viron

m
en

ts with
 D
issim

ilar Am
oun

ts of Exposure 
(O

lder C
h
ildren

 Catch
-up Studies) 

Study
 

A
ges/G

rades 
C
om

pared 
n
 

LI 
L2 

M
easures 

R
esults 

B
urstall 

startin
g FLES at age 8 

approx. 
En

glish
 

Fren
ch

 
A
t age 16, n

o differen
ce 
(except in

 LC
)a 

1975 
versus startin

g at age 11 
17,000 

group startin
g at age 8 = group startin

g 
at age 11 

B
lan

d &
 

K
in

dergarten
 versus 

4 
En

glish
 

Fren
ch

 
oral 

Fifth
 graders took

 less tim
e to reach

 
K
eisler 

grade five 
6 

production
 

criterion
 (4.5 h

ours vs. 12.5-17.5 h
rs.). 

1966 

O
ller &

 
7th

, 8th
, an

d 9th
 grades; 

233 
J
apan

ese 
En

glish
 

cloze 
+FLES 

superior to - FLES at grade 7; 
N
agato 

on
e group had FLES in

 
less differen

ce 
at grade 9; n

o differen
ce 

1974 
grades 1-6, th

e oth
er 

at grade 11 
did n

ot. 

R
am

eriz & 
ESL/B

E startin
g in 

21 
Span

ish
 

En
glish

 
LC

 
A
fter Y2 y

ear, jun
ior high

 sch
ool 

Politzer 
jun

ior high
 sch

ool 
production

 
studen

ts nearly
 at grade 3 level 

1978 
versus ESL/B

E startin
g 

46 
in

 k
in

dergarten
 

V
ocolo 

"secon
d year h

igh
 sch

ool 
31 

En
glish

 
Fren

ch
 

M
LC

T 
3 y

ears FLES group on
ly

 sligh
tly

 better 
1967 

Fren
ch

" ten
th

 graders 
th

an
 group w

ith
 on

e y
ear of h

igh
 sch

ool 
w

ith
 on

e y
ear h

igh
 sch

ool 
Fren

ch
 

Fren
ch

 versus nin
th

 
31 

graders with
 3 y

ears FLES 
(grades 5-8) 

a A
bbreviation

s: 
FLES 

= Foreign
 Lan

guage in
 th

e Elem
en

tary
 Sch

ool 
LC

 
= Listen

in
g Com

preh
en

sion
 

B
E 

= B
ilin

gual Education
 

M
LC

T 
= M

odern
 Lan

guage C
ooperative Test 

G
en

eralization
: FLES studies sh

ow
 th

at older ch
ildren

 catch
 up to ch

ildren
 wh

o h
ave h

ad earlier FLES. 

G
o 

0t 

06 
h
0 

'. 

T
his content dow

nloaded from
 185.2.32.141 on Sat, 21 Jun 2014 22:25:58 PM

A
ll use subject to JST

O
R

 T
erm

s and C
onditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Age, Rate, Attainment 581 

in with those who had no FLES; thus the early starters may have had to mark 
time (p. 18) while the others caught up. 

3. Discussion 

The literature provides no evidence which is seriously inconsistent with 
any of the above generalizations. Walburg et al. showed that language pro- 
ficiency of children of Japanese businessmen was directly related to time in the 
United States and not the age of arrival, a finding which Walburg et al. consider 
to be counter to the "Optimal Age Hypothesis." Their study is not even poten- 
tially in conflict with Generalizations One and Three, however, since no adults 
were actually involved in the study. Subjects' ages at the time of testing ranged 
from six to fifteen and most had been in the United States a range from zero 
to twelve years. 

Although the study by Walburg et al. differs from others in failing to 
find a superiority for older versus younger children, this may be due to the 
measures used (self-report, teacher-report); tests which specifically focus on 
syntax and morphology might show more agreement with other studies. Also, 
there may have been enough time for the younger children to have caught up 
to the older children; recall that most subjects had been in the United States 
"three to four years" and some stayed as long as twelve years. It should be 
emphasized that Walburg et al. agree with other studies in failing to find a 
superiority for the younger child with respect to rate of acquisition. 

To conclude, the available literature is consistent with the generalizations 
presented earlier. Any hypothesis dealing with the relationship between age, 
rate, and eventual attainment in second language acquisition needs to account 
for the data from the variety of studies presented here, as does any general 
theory of language acquisition. Moreover, any educational decisions pertaining 
to second language learning and teaching (e.g., FLES, bilingual education) 
must also consider all of the empirical evidence. 
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