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Abstract—This study aimed to give a comprehensive and all out analysis of the processes and aspects involved 

in first and second language acquisition and learning since this may cause a better selection of the teaching 

materials, methodologies, techniques and also a more efficient deployment and implementation of them in 

second or foreign language learning classes. 

 

Index Terms—affective variables, behaviorism, psychomotor variables, cognitive variables, 

acquisition/learning, input 

  

I.  INTRODUCTION 

Numerous studies have focused on finding the nature of the first and second language acquisition. The reason is clear, 

because they are wondering if a second language learner can learn the second language as effortlessly and perfectly as 

they did their first language. Why after having spent so many hours and effort in language learning classes, they find 

themselves unable to carry out a simple everyday conversation in l2. The results of these studies also have valuable 

implications for language teachers which can help them to design their syllabuses, teaching processes and classroom 

activities. These results also enable the language teacher to understand his/her students’ learning processes. 

This study tries to review the issues in l1 and l2 contrastive studies and tackle the similarities and differences in the 

process of learning these two from different angles. 

II.  CONSIDERATIONS IN COMPARING AND CONTRASTING L1 AND L2 LEARNING 

The contrast and comparison between L1 and L2 acquisition can be carried out in terms of psychomotor, cognitive, 

affective, linguistic and neurological variables. Psychomotor variable concern muscle control, and in regards to first and 

second language acquisition relate to the development of speech muscles that allow one to control complex sounds 

determining pronunciation and accent. Cognitive variable concern an individual’s course of intellectual development, 

and hold several areas to compare first and second language acquisition. For example, an adult learning a second 

language could benefit from grammatical explanations and deductive thinking, whereas a child learning a first or second 

language would not. Affective variable concerns emotions. Linguistic variable concerns the differences and potential 

dissonance between the first and second language. 

The point is that the above mentioned variables differ between children and adults, Brown (1994). So it is easier to 

compare young children learning an l1 and young children learning an l2. However the story is different in some 

countries like Iran where students start receiving their formal English language education in junior high school. As 

Brown (1994) believes the distinction should be made before and after puberty. This states the critical period hypothesis 
introduced by Lenneberg (1967) which holds that language acquisition should take pace during a critical period which 

ends at about the age puberty. It is then believed that any language learning which occurs after the age of puberty is 

slower and less successful than normal first language learning which of course not absolutely necessarily true. (Crashen, 

1975;  Lenneberg, 1967). 

What follows is a brief discussion of each of the above mentioned variables which influence the process and nature 

of learning an l2 and accordingly the mechanism of the l1, l2 learning contrastive studies. 

A.  Neurological Changes 

Research shows that as the brain develops, certain functions are assigned or so called lateralized to either hemisphere, 

it is believed that logical and analytical functions are located in the left hemisphere while the right hemisphere controls 

functions related to emotional and social needs. Language function appears to be controlled mainly in the left 
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hemisphere. Lennenberg (1967) believes that this process happens gradually starting from the age of two and continue 

to the age of puberty. Now the point as Scovel (1969) puts it is that, while the brain functions, one of which is the 

language are assigned to the hemispheres and due to the plasticity of the brain prior to puberty, a child can learn a 

second language in addition to his/her mother tongue. This completion of the lateralization process as he says is the 

cause of the difficult the l2 earners may have after the age of puberty in having full command of the second language 

they are learning. 

B.  Acquisition/Learning Hypothesis 

There is a distinction between learning, the explicit, conscious knowing about the language that occurs through 

instruction and classrooms practices and the acquisition of the language which is the way a child get the language, 

Krashen (1982). Though an adult can learn and acquire a second language if he is put in the write setting, however 

according to what Krashen says, learning cannot be turned to acquisition. 

C.  Physical Changes 

A neurologically related issue is the psychomotor or the control over our articulatory muscles. This gives us the 

accent we have in our speech which include (throat, larynx, mouth, lips, tongue, and other muscles). 

According to Brown (1994), the development of the child’s speech muscles is a large contributing factor to the 

attainment of native-like pronunciation. This control over articulatory muscles is at first basic and then develops to 

handle more complex sounds which may last more than the age of 5 to be completed. Now the point is that due to the 

muscular plasticity of children they can acquire a better pronunciation of a second language than an adult earner. 

D.  Cognitive Changes 

Piaget (1929), in Larsen freeman 1991), outlines the cognitive devilment of a child b his age: 

 The sensorimotor stage from ages 0 to 2  

 The preoperational stage from ages 2 to 7  

 The operational stage from ages 7 to 16  
The cognition develops faster up to age of 16 and then it gets slower. After the age of puberty and the maturation of 

the cognition, adults have the advantage of solving the problems by using their cognitive abilities and general 

information processing. Skehan (1988). And this is why they may benefit from deductive learning of language 

structures and grammar. Meaningfulness in such learning is possibly far more important for adults than for children, 

Ausubel (1964). 

E.  Affective Changes 

The development of cognition in adult comes along with some affective obstacles on the way of learning a second 

language. One of them is inhibition. A child is highly egocentric, meaning his identity is highly flexible and pliable. As 

he grows up, he becomes more and more aware of himself and develops a more solid self-identity and after the age of 

puberty he tries to protect this identity. In case of language he develops a language ego with reference to the language 

he learns, Brown (1994). 

The point here is that learning a new language for an adult means adopting a new ego along with an existing one 

related to the mother tongue. This feeling of clinging to the first ego causes an inhibition on the way of learning the 

second language. 

Another affective factor casing difficulty for the learners is attitude. Since young children are not yet cognitively 
developed to raise a solid attitude toward a certain races, cultures, ethnic groups, and languages. The attitude that is 

established when the child grows up and if it is positive it can enhance the process of second language learning and vice 

versa, Ellis (1994). Stephen. Affective variables can act as a mental block, also termed affective filter, and prevent 

comprehensible input to be absorbed. When the learner is unmotivated and lacks confidence the affective filter goes up. 

When the learner is not anxious and wants to be a member of the group speaking the target language the filter goes 

down. He adds that children are at an advantage when learning a first or second language because their affective filter is 

low while adults are likely to have a higher affective filter due to events that occurred in adolescence McLaughlin 

(1987). 

Along with the above mentioned, the social factor also influences the learning of the second language. A language is 

mostly acquired in a natural context and the social group in which the child is growing and yet in cases like the Iranian 

learners the context of learning of L2 differs from that of L1 since English is not spoken as a medium of communication 
outside of the confines of the classrooms and yet it is not taught along with the first language in the formal educational 

system. These social and educational differences play important roles in the learning process. 

F.  The Behavioristic View 

These have been said, many studies that characterize the features of l2 acquisition are based on the issue of inter-

language. Selinker (1969, cited in McLaughlin, 1987) defines Inter-language as the interim grammars constructed by 

second language learners on their way to the target language. Inter-language is the learner's developing second language 
knowledge and has some characteristics of the learner's native language, of the second language, and some 



 

THEORY AND PRACTICE IN LANGUAGE STUDIES 

© 2012 ACADEMY PUBLISHER 

 

68 

characteristics which seem to be very general and tend to occur in all or most Inter-languages. It is systematic, dynamic 

and constantly evolving. The phenomena that can be spotted in most language learners whose l2 learning have not 

simultaneously occurred with their l1 learning which is also the case of many Iranian English learners. However for a 

better and more informed analysis, let’s take a look at some common arguments mentioned by Stern (1970) about 

teaching second language acquisition based on the processes of the first language acquisition. 

 In language teaching we must practice and practice again and again. Just like a child learning his mother tongue, 
repeats things over and over again. During the language learning stage, he practices all the time. This is what we must 

do while learning a foreign language. 

 Language learning is mainly a matter of imitation. You must be a mimic just like a child. He imitates everything. 

 First we practice the separate sounds, then words, then sentences. This is the natural order and then is right for 
learning a foreign language. 

 Watch a small child’s speech development. First he listens and the he speaks. Understanding always precedes 
speaking. Then this must be the right order of presenting the foreign language. 

 A small child listens and speaks and no one would dream of making him read or write. Reading and writing are the 
advanced stages of language development. The natural order for first and second language learning is listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing. You did not have to translate when you were small. If you were able to learn your own 

language without translation, you should be able to learn a foreign language in the same way 

 A small child simply uses language. He does not learn a formal grammar. You don't tell him about verbs and nouns. 
Yet he learns language perfectly. It is equally unnecessary to use grammatical conceptualization in teaching a foreign 

language. 
The statements above, represents the behavioristic view of language learning. All that have been discussed above 

were among the differences and similarities between a young child L1 learner and an adult L2 learner themselves. 

However there are aspects other than the learners that vary in the process of these two groups’ language learning that 

will be tackled here. 

III.  INPUT 

One of the big differences between a child learning an L1 in a natural setting and L2 learners in the classroom is the 

input they receive. Both in quality and quantity. 

A.  Quantity of Input 

A child receives a torrent of L1 on a daily basis in a natural way while an L2 learner‘s exposure to the language he is 

learning is much more limited. In case of EFL setting like Iran it is even more marked. Students receive official English 

education when they start high school and are limited to one to three sessions 50 – 90 minute sessions per week and yet 

in most cases the English classes are held using L1. The importance of input has always been, marked by different 

theories and ideologies. The behaviorists believe that there is a one to one relationship between input and output which 

is learning. To get good results learners need to receive proper feedback which is the input. Stephen Krashen (1982) has 

put forward the Input Hypothesis which reveals the importance he places on input. He argues that the learner needs to 

receive comprehensible input to acquire language. The input a first language learner receives is simple and 

comprehensible at the beginning and gets slightly more complicated. Krashen believes that input should be slightly 
above the level of the language learner (i+1). Only in doing so can the second language learner move forward. He 

argues that the second language learner should be exposed to the target language as much as possible and that the lack 

of comprehensible input will cause the language learner to be held up in his development, Ellis (1994). Children are 

exposed to a day to day interaction and conversation that is tailored to the level of the understanding of the child. Most 

of this interaction is verbal at first so it is believed that this kid of constant verbal interaction is crucial for language 

learning since it helps to make the facts of the second language salient to the learner. The intersectional modifications 

that exist in the interaction of a native speaker with a non-native speaker make the input for the NNS comprehensible, 

Lightbown & Spada, (2006) 

B.  The Quality of Input 

As slightly mentioned above many scholars marked the importance of the comprehensible input which is the input a 

bit above the learner’s level of competence is necessary to learn the second language though a problem with this i+1 is 

that it cannot be clearly defined. However Long (1983, cited in Ellis (1997)  put emphasis on the interaction and the 

negotiation of meaning. By doing so the input is further modified adequately for the level of the learner. Another 

perspective on the role of interaction in language learning has been drawn from (Vygotsky’s 1978, cited in Ellis, 1997) 

zone of proximal development theory. He maintains that children solve problems with the guidance of caretakers, who 

provide scaffolding; children then internalize these solutions. 

Another point with the quality of the input received by the two groups of learners is the topics of the interaction. For 
a child the topics come from the immediate surrounding environment could then be further linked to things the child did 

before. This way the child can make associations between the input and the context of its use. Both the topic and the 

environment mostly are of the child interest. However in a classroom on the other hand, it is quite difficult for the 
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teacher to always come up with something so interesting or so relevant that every student wants to find out more about 

it, Macnamara, (1975). He goes that it has been my experience that the topic is seldom generated by the students 

themselves. When the given topic is so far removed from their own cultural experiences, even those cognitively 

matured adult learners could face difficulty in comprehending the meaning at the onset. 

Cook (1969) goes deeper in to the child’s nature of interaction with others while learning his mother tongue and says, 

In an L1 learning situation, the child’s response to modified speech triggers additional, even better adjusted input from 

the caretaker through intimate, supportive, personal interaction. The child supplies content words, and the caretaker 

empathetically constructs them into a sentence with the grammatical items missing in the child’s utterance, and also 

expands the original sentence into a contextually meaningful form for the child.  Different kinds of modifications are 

deployed in these interactions such as repetitions, clarification requests, comprehension checks, expansions, from others 

Larsen-Freeman and Long, (1991), however it is often impossible for the teacher to interact with each student on a 
person-to-person basis for a length of time even in a case of extended classroom interaction, the modifications are 

mostly limited to grammatical error corrections, cook (1969). 

All in all it seems that as far as the above mentioned aspects of input are concerned the children have an advantage. 

However the question that weather or not they can transfer their L1 learning experiences to L2 learning is a matter of 

their age and the critical period hypothesis which was already discussed. 

IV.  IMPLICATIONS FOR THE TEACHERS 

In traditional classes in our country Iran teachers should raise the amount of input the students are receiving now. 

They should also try use English as the medium of communication inside the classrooms and incorporate the needed 

modifications to make the input comprehensible to the students. It is also implied from the L1 learning analysis that L2 

learners should be encouraged to choose their own topics which they are interested in and the size of the classrooms 

should be smaller so that the teacher and students have the chance to spend more time having extended interactions 
around these topics. 

Since in most Iranian English classrooms the focus is on conscious attention to language forms and the cognitive 

development of the students is used to learn the grammar and lexicon faster but the problem is that they will be 

forgotten easily and students cannot use what they have memorized through rote learning consciously, in practice. In 

this light, teachers should decrease on mechanical pattern drills and adopt a more communicative approach and 

activities that include increased and comprehensible input in L2. 

As far as the learners are concerned they should be provided with an un threatening learning environment like that of 

a child as much as possible. They also should be given this view that English is a world language and should be 

presented with examples and well-known figures whose first language is not English to alleviate this extreme tendency 

toward the English speaking countries’ cultures. 

Another point is that since pronunciation is closely related to language ego Guiora, et al., (1972) it is better than 
learners start learning the L2 from earlier age for they are mentally and cognitively and emotionally more pliable and 

adaptable. Like a child learning his L1 in a fully contextualized setting, it is recommended to provide enough context 

and extra linguistic clues while teaching the language to learners in classes especially to younger learners of English. 

V.  CONCLUSION 

Complex processes are involved in L1 and L2 learning and understanding and investigating these processes will help 

teachers to be more aware and involve the recommended language teaching tips though they shouldn’t adhere to only a 

certain claim or factor. They should understand, analyze, synthesize and even criticize before trying to implement any 

of the suggestions made for teaching. They also should decide on a language theory so they adhere to it and combine it 

with their language teaching in classrooms. 
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