
Homework Questions for: Understanding Young Learners 

(Please answer in full sentences and in your own words) 

1.​ What are some of the important characteristics of young learners? How are 
young learners different from adolescents and adults?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2.​ What does it mean to describe children as "active learners"? Give two 
examples of how children may learn through active engagement. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3.​ What is the relationship between children's cognitive development and 
their ability to learn independently? 

 
 



Young Learners, Development, and Age in 
Second Language Learning 

Introduction: Understanding Young Learners 
Teaching a second language to children requires more than simply adapting adult 
language-teaching techniques to be shorter, easier, or more entertaining. Children are 
developing learners whose cognitive, social, emotional, and linguistic abilities are changing 
rapidly. Consequently, what children can understand, how they learn, how they interact with 
teachers and peers, and what kinds of classroom activities they can successfully complete are 
strongly related to their developmental stage. For language teachers, understanding young 
learners therefore begins with understanding children as learners more generally. 

One important characteristic of children is that they are active learners. Children do not simply 
receive information from teachers and store it. They learn by exploring their environment, 
manipulating objects, playing, experimenting with ideas, and talking with other people. When 
children are interested and motivated, they can become deeply involved in activities such as 
stories, games, imaginative play, and problem-solving. Learning is therefore closely connected 
to meaningful activity and experience. 

This view is associated with constructivism, particularly the work of Jean Piaget. Piaget argued 
that children actively construct knowledge by making sense of their experiences in relation to 
what they already know. When children encounter information that fits their existing 
understanding, they can assimilate it into their developing knowledge. When new information 
conflicts with what they believe, they must modify their understanding through accommodation. 
Learning, therefore, involves an ongoing interaction between children's existing knowledge and 
their experiences. 

At the same time, children should not be regarded as simply miniature versions of adults. Their 
abilities are still developing, and different age groups have different cognitive resources, 
interests, and needs. A six-year-old, for example, is likely to approach a learning task very 
differently from a twelve-year-old. Teachers consequently need to consider developmental 
appropriateness when selecting materials, activities, explanations, and assessment procedures. 

Another important characteristic is that children's abilities cannot be understood in isolation from 
their social environment. Lev Vygotsky's social constructivist perspective emphasizes the role 
of parents, teachers, peers, and the wider cultural environment in children's learning. Children 
can often accomplish more with appropriate assistance than they can accomplish 
independently. Vygotsky described the difference between what learners can do independently 
and what they can achieve with assistance as the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). 
Instruction is particularly productive when it provides learners with support that enables them to 
perform beyond their current independent level. 



This support is commonly described as scaffolding. A teacher may provide a prompt, model a 
response, provide a visual clue, repeat or reformulate language, or break a complex task into 
manageable steps. Importantly, scaffolding should be adjusted to the individual learner. The 
objective is not to do the task for the child but to provide enough support for the child to 
participate successfully and gradually take greater control of the task. 

These perspectives have direct implications for language teaching. Children learn through 
interaction, and language is one of the principal tools through which interaction and learning 
occur. In a young-learner classroom, teacher language may be an important source of language 
input. Children therefore need opportunities not only to hear comprehensible and meaningful 
language but also to participate in interactions with teachers and peers. 

Young Learner Development: Cognition and Other 
Abilities 
A useful starting point for understanding children's cognitive development is Piaget's model of 
developmental stages. Piaget proposed four broad stages: the sensorimotor stage (birth to 
approximately two years), the pre-operational stage (approximately two to seven years), the 
concrete operational stage (approximately seven to eleven years), and the formal 
operational stage (approximately eleven years onwards). 

Although contemporary developmental psychology does not generally treat these stages as 
rigid or universal boundaries, the framework remains useful for teachers because it highlights 
broad changes in children's ways of thinking. Young children in the pre-operational period tend 
to rely heavily on perception and have more limited abilities for abstract and systematic logical 
reasoning. They are also often described as egocentric, meaning that they may have difficulty 
taking another person's perspective. 

In the early primary school years, children increasingly develop the ability to reason logically. In 
Piaget's terminology, children enter the concrete operational stage. They become increasingly 
capable of reasoning about relationships, quantities, categories, and other aspects of their 
immediate environment. However, their reasoning is still strongly connected to concrete 
experiences. Their ability to generalize and reason about abstract possibilities remains more 
limited. 

During adolescence, learners increasingly become capable of thinking beyond the immediate 
and concrete context. Formal operational thinking involves more systematic abstract reasoning 
and the ability to consider hypothetical possibilities. However, there is an important qualification: 
formal logical thinking does not simply appear automatically at a particular age. Schooling and 
cultural practices contribute substantially to the development of analytical thinking, and there is 
considerable variation among individuals and educational contexts. 

This qualification is important for language teachers. Age should not be treated as a precise 
measure of cognitive ability. Children of the same chronological age can differ considerably in 



experience, schooling, cultural background, knowledge, and individual development. 
Developmental frameworks are therefore useful as general guides, but teachers need to 
observe actual learners rather than assume that all members of an age group possess identical 
abilities. 

Research criticizing Piaget's original experiments provides an especially useful lesson for 
teachers. Young children sometimes performed poorly on Piagetian tasks when the language, 
context, or task expectations were unfamiliar. When researchers redesigned activities using 
familiar contexts and more natural language, children's performance often improved 
substantially. This suggests that apparent limitations in children's reasoning may sometimes 
reflect the demands of the task rather than an absence of the underlying ability. 

This has obvious implications for classroom assessment. If young learners are asked to perform 
an unfamiliar task using unfamiliar language in an unfamiliar environment with an unfamiliar 
adult, their performance may underestimate what they actually know and can do. 
Developmentally appropriate teaching therefore involves not only choosing appropriate content 
but also creating familiar, meaningful, and supportive contexts in which children can 
demonstrate their abilities. 

Cognitive development is only one part of development, however. Children's learning is also 
shaped by social interaction. From a Vygotskian perspective, development is closely 
connected to participation in culturally and socially organized activity. Children can learn through 
interaction with adults and more knowledgeable peers, and language is central to this process. 
Teachers can remind children of what they already know, ask questions, model problem-solving, 
provide explanations, and help learners stay focused on a task. 

Children's increasing ability to regulate their own learning is also important. Young children 
initially depend heavily on adults to organize and regulate learning. As they develop, they 
gradually become better at identifying problems, asking for clarification, monitoring their 
performance, and taking responsibility for aspects of their learning. Thus, the teacher's role 
should change as learners mature: younger learners may require substantial external support, 
whereas older learners can increasingly participate in regulating their own learning. 

Age can also affect second language learning itself, but the relationship is more complicated 
than the common claim that "younger is better." Research indicates that older children and 
adults can initially learn an additional language more rapidly than younger children. In 
short-term studies, older learners sometimes outperform younger learners, particularly when 
learning tasks require cognitive maturity, metalinguistic awareness, or explicit learning 
strategies. Older learners possess cognitive and metacognitive resources that younger children 
are still developing. 

The longer-term picture is different. In second-language environments, studies have found that 
the initial advantage of older learners can diminish over time, and young starters can eventually 
achieve higher levels of L2 proficiency. However, the situation is different in foreign-language 
contexts where learners receive only a few hours of classroom instruction per week. In such 



contexts, early starters do not necessarily catch up with later starters, partly because the 
quantity and quality of their exposure differ dramatically. Thus, age cannot be separated from 
the learning environment. 

Implications for Teaching Young Learners 
What does this developmental and age-related research mean for second language teaching? 
The first implication is that young learners should be treated as developing individuals 
rather than as small adults. Teachers need to understand what learners are likely to be 
capable of at different developmental stages, while also recognizing substantial individual 
variation. 

Second, instruction should be developmentally appropriate. Younger learners benefit from 
meaningful activities connected to their immediate experience and from opportunities to learn 
through doing, exploring, playing, and interacting. Concrete materials, visual supports, stories, 
songs, games, demonstrations, and purposeful classroom routines can make language 
meaningful while reducing the demand for abstract explanations. 

Third, teachers should make extensive use of interaction and scaffolding. Rather than 
expecting children to complete tasks independently before they are ready, teachers can provide 
temporary support through modeling, prompts, gestures, visuals, repetition, reformulation, and 
carefully structured interaction. Support should be responsive: as learners become more 
capable, teachers can gradually withdraw assistance and encourage greater independence. 

Fourth, teachers should be cautious about interpreting children's performance. Poor 
performance does not necessarily demonstrate poor cognitive ability. Children may struggle 
because instructions are linguistically complex, contexts are unfamiliar, or assessment 
procedures impose demands unrelated to the ability being assessed. Familiar contexts, 
meaningful tasks, and supportive interaction can provide a much more valid picture of children's 
abilities. 

Fifth, the research on age suggests that starting earlier is not, by itself, a sufficient 
condition for successful language learning. Young learners may have advantages for 
long-term attainment in some circumstances, but they can initially learn more slowly than older 
learners. More importantly, the advantage of an early start depends heavily on sustained 
exposure and opportunities for meaningful L2 use. In foreign-language contexts, several years 
of early instruction may provide surprisingly little total exposure. 

Finally, teachers should avoid presenting the Critical Period Hypothesis to learners or parents as 
the simple claim that "children can learn languages and adults cannot." The research does not 
support such a deterministic interpretation. Age-related effects are widespread, but their causes 
remain contested, and exceptionally successful late learners clearly exist. Conversely, an early 
start does not guarantee native-like attainment. The more defensible conclusion is that age is 
one important factor within a larger developmental and educational system. 



For teachers of young learners, this leads to a useful principle: the question should not simply 
be "How old are my students?" but rather "What can these learners currently do, what are they 
ready to learn next, and what kinds of support and experience will help them develop?" Age 
provides an important starting point for answering those questions, but it cannot provide the 
whole answer. 

Young learner methodology therefore needs to bring together knowledge of cognitive 
development, social interaction, language development, individual differences, and learning 
environments. Children are active constructors of knowledge, but they also depend on 
interaction with others; they have developing cognitive abilities, but those abilities can be 
greater than conventional tests sometimes reveal; and they may benefit from beginning a 
second language early, but early exposure is valuable only when it is supported by sufficient 
opportunities for meaningful use. The most useful consequence of research on age is therefore 
not a rigid formula for when language teaching should begin, but a better understanding of how 
teaching can respond to learners as they develop. 
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