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Abstract 

Motivation and age play crucial roles in second language acquisition. These two factors were the mainspring of many studies 

pertaining second language acquisition and learning. The aim of this paper was to find out how motivation and the role of age 

are perceived by the teachers. Two pivotal papers of eminent scholars were selected for this critical investigation. The review 

of the first paper revealed that even though there are situations where motivation is missing it can be developed and improved 

by confident teachers in the fields of both second language acquisition and second language learning. Concerning the role of 

age, on the other hand, the researchers of the other study, in accordance with many recent studies, emphasized that age has a 

significant impact on language learning and as the learner advances in age his/her ability declines. But, in contrast to this 

claim, there are many students in my country who start to learn English at 18 to 20 years of age and, as a language lecturer, I 

have found that they reach a very advanced level even though English in my country is considered to be a foreign language and 

within the expanding circle. 
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1. Introduction 

Motivation and age play essential role in second and for-

eign language acquisition. Numerous studies have been con-

ducted to shed light on these two factors and their contribu-

tive role in acquisition and learning. Motivation stands for 

“the internal process that can’t be directly observed but that 

activates, guides and maintains overt behavior” (Tranquillo 

et al., [27]). According to Dörnyei [7], motivation can en-

hance learning if teachers pay attention to their classroom 

atmosphere, the goal they want to achieve, the constructive 

feedback they provide and autonomous learning. Therefore, 

teachers can implement motivation in their classroom using 

numerous strategies which create a cooperative learning en-

vironment Sharifovna [25]. Recent studies in the fields of 

language acquisition and learning have shown that motiva-

tion is a key element for both learners and teachers. In the 

study of Ai et al., [1], the researchers revealed that learners 

who have positive motivation are found to be more success-

ful in second language acquisition than those who have nega-

tive motivation. 

Age, on the other hand, impacts acquisition as well as 

http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ijll
http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/501/archive/5011401
http://www.sciencepg.com/
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3284-078X
http://www.sciencepg.com


International Journal of Language and Linguistics http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ijll 

 

19 

learning of any second language. Yet, the question of how 

age can impact the second language acquisition, needs more 

consideration Yaş [30]. The controversial issue that many 

acquisitionists raise is concerned with the perfect age for 

language acquisition and learning. Even though, some stud-

ies claim that younger learners have always shown to be 

faster and more successful than older one (Ozfidan and Burl-

baw [22]; Chen et al., [5], other studies (e.g. Troike and Bar-

to, [24] suggest that both younger and older learners can 

benefit from their age factor. This means that every age 

phase has its positive role in acquisition and learning. 

As such, this paper focuses on two eminent papers that 

have been published and well-cited in a number of research-

es conducted in these areas. The critical review is the driving 

motive of this paper in parallel with other studies which have 

been conducted pertaining the motivation and age in second 

and foreign language acquisition. 

2. Discussion and Critical Review 

The present study, which was conducted by Sakui and 

Cowie in [23], reveals one of the current issues which affects 

language learning and that is the concept of motivation, but 

they also try to uncover the opposite aspect which only a few 

studies have investigated and they refer to it as ‘unmotiva-

tion’. They call it ‘the dark side’ because studies have fo-

cused a lot on motivation but few have been done to see if 

there is a relationship between the absence of motivation, or 

lack of motivation, and negative language learning. 

Using surveys and interviewing participants, the research-

ers conducted their study on thirty-two English as a foreign 

language (EFL) teachers in Japanese universities who shared 

expectations and understanding of student motivation. Such 

shared concepts, according to the researchers, helped their 

findings to be reliable enough to be applied in contexts out-

side Japan as well as in the Japanese context. Moreover, in-

ternal factors as well as external factors were taken into ac-

count in this study to see if lack of motivation can be an ob-

stacle in learning English as a foreign language and what 

difficulties these teachers faced in motivating their students 

to learn. The researchers confirm that even though external 

factors are not within the control of teachers, internal ones 

can be dealt with by teachers because they are within their 

domain. 

The researchers provide important details about the re-

search such as the research methods that were applied and 

the way the data was collected and analysed. The researchers 

used a qualitative approach which suits this kind of research 

as it consolidates the literature on the role of motivation in 

learning, and, as Gorham states [11], when there is no exist-

ence of demotivators, this means motivators are present. 

Moreover, this paper asserts what Dornyei [7] confirms - that 

motivation plays an essential role in helping learners do bet-

ter in second language learning. Furthermore, the data of this 

study was obtained from teachers in the field and this is very 

important for the reliability of the data on motivation provid-

ed by the same teachers. 

One of the strongest issues making this study reliable is 

that the researchers integrated the teachers into their study in 

order to investigate how they deal with situations where mo-

tivation is absent. External factors, such as the institutional 

system and the attitude of the students as well as the relation-

ship between the teachers and the students, were reviewed 

and classified according to the teachers’ responses to find out 

why it is difficult to motivate students. However, these fac-

tors do not always cause difficulties for motivation to take 

place. One example that the researchers mention is the ‘insti-

tutional system’, but this is not always an obstacle. It is the 

role of teachers to adapt any situation to his/her advantage. 

In addition, the use of technology and a change of activity 

can also contribute to making a rigid situation become flexi-

ble. Anderson et al. [2] suggest that if goals are set to be 

achieved then there is a need for incentive activities. 

In this study by Saku and Cowie, it can be clearly seen 

that their investigation highlights the relationship between 

the concept of context and ‘unmotivation’ because each de-

termines the other. According to Dornyei [8], learning a sec-

ond language is flexible and can be beneficial if there is a 

link between various factors, such as context and motivation, 

and in this case the classroom is the appropriate context for 

motivation. So, it is worth mentioning that, according to the 

researchers, the context plays a crucial role in triggering mo-

tivation or demotivation. This can also be supported from 

personal experience as I have seen that colleagues at the 

same institution can use the same facilities and the same cur-

ricula but their students show different motivation, or some-

times lack of motivation, to learning. 

From a pedagogical and research implications point of 

view, many positive things were learnt from this study which 

can make a significant contribution in future language learn-

ing research. One of these, according to the researchers, is 

that teachers should concentrate on internal factors to en-

hance learning motivation because these factors can easily be 

tackled. This is because the literature shows that both teach-

ers and students are inclined to relate success to internal ra-

ther than external factors (Williams, Burden, & Al-Baharna 

[29]. Furthermore, the final point that Sakui and Cowie [23] 

clarify in their study is the importance of how teachers per-

ceive motivation and how they distinguish between types of 

motivation such as what Gardner and Lambert (cited in Ma-

hadi & Jafari [19]) classify as ‘integrative motivation’ and 

‘instrumental motivation’. In addition, this study provides 

some solutions to deal with situations where students lack 

motivation and the beneficial aspect of these solutions is that 

they have been suggested by teachers themselves and these 

solutions can be implemented, and can be beneficial, in 

many contexts of learning. 

The second study of Dong and Ren [6] focuses on a debat-

able issue which is the role of age in L2 acquisition, and they 

aim to investigate this issue from a psychological point of 
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view. The researchers try to confirm Lenneberg’s [18] Criti-

cal Period Hypothesis (CPH) claim which indicates that 

learning takes place at an early age and if the learner’s age 

exceeds that period, his/her ability to acquire the language 

becomes weak. Moreover, this study supports this hypothesis 

by providing some other hypotheses and studies to clarify 

that age evidently plays a significant role in language learn-

ing. 

By providing the hypotheses of Exercise and Maturational 

State by Johnson and Newport [14], the researchers postulate 

that the human brain will lose its capacity and ability if it has 

not been used properly in the early years. Moreover, the hu-

man brain becomes incapable of mastering a language when 

people reach maturity and this makes it difficult to learn a 

language at this age. However, such assumptions do not re-

flect the reality of learners because recent studies have 

proved that being an adult does not hinder a person from 

becoming a proficient language learner. Ioup et al. [13] con-

ducted a study on two language learners who started learning 

Arabic as adults and they succeeded in reaching high profi-

ciency in the language. This counter study shows that age 

might affect learning, but there are many other factors that 

can hinder learning other than age. Moreover, Urponen [28] 

studied many Finnish women who started learning English at 

a late age and the researcher tested these participants and 

interviewed them and found that 38 percent of them were not 

distinguishable from native speakers. 

In this study, Dong and Ren also mention that the rate of 

learning as well as ultimate attainment are affected by age. 

Their claim is in line with what Krashen, Long and Scarcella 

[16, 17] clarify - that adult learners show more progress in 

language learning than older children, and, on the other hand, 

older children learn faster than younger ones. Their study 

also confirms that when adult learners are exposed to mor-

phology as well as pronunciation they perform better than 

young children. This finding has been confirmed by many 

researchers such as Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle [26] who 

conducted a study on Dutch students and found that adults 

were more capable of mastering the morphology of the lan-

guage than children. This also confirms what Ellis [9] clari-

fies - that adult learners do better than children when they are 

exposed to language learning in formal situations. 

Regarding the critical and the sensitive periods, this study 

suggests that there are significant differences between the 

two. The critical period, according to Oyama [20], is a short 

period in which behaviour cannot be affected by outside 

stimulants. On the other hand, during the sensitive period, 

behaviour is interacting with other environmental stimuli. As 

a result, this study aligns with what Oyama [21] believes - 

that children are able to master the phonology of a language 

better than adults because age decreases the brain’s ability to 

master the sound of a second language. Furthermore, studies 

by Harley, Hart & Lapkin [12] and Johnson and Newport 

[14] confirm that age does not affect people at the phonolog-

ical level but it does affect them at the morphological as well 

as the syntactic levels. So, this study consolidates that age 

plays a significant role in the rate as well as in the ultimate 

attainment of second language acquisition. 

To further illustrate their claim about the effect of age on 

the acquisition of language, Dong and Ren [6] also present 

Felix’s [10] Competition Model Hypothesis (CMH) which 

relates adult learning to problem solving and this is consid-

ered to be an obstacle in language learning. Moreover, Bley-

Vroman’s [3] Fundamental Difference Hypothesis (FDH) is 

provided to clarify that adult learners are inclined to apply 

new methods to learn the second language and these methods 

differ from the ones applied in learning their first language. 

However, Ioup et al., [13] and Bongaerts [4] confirm that 

there are some exceptional adults who advance in language 

learning to a level where they perform like native speakers. 

3. Conclusion 

The research extends our knowledge that even though 

there are situations where motivation is missing it can be 

developed and improved by confident teachers. So, as Ko-

marraju [15] states, being an optimistic teacher and choosing 

different styles of teaching as well as adapting to new situa-

tions will enhance learning, even for less motivated learners. 

Consequently, this study provides optimistic and insightful 

clues which can be further investigated by other researchers 

from different contexts. Moreover, from my own experience 

as a lecturer at university in my country, I can assert that lack 

of motivation, or the factors which cause students to be not 

motivated, are not taken into account, and for this reason, 

this study is very important to inspire educators to rethink 

this ‘dark side of motivation’. 

Regarding the role of age, the researchers of this study 

have tried to emphasize that age has a significant impact on 

language learning and as the learner advances in age his/her 

ability declines. But there are many students in my country 

who start to learn English at 18 to 20 years of age and I, as a 

language lecturer, have found that they reach a very ad-

vanced level even though English in my country is consid-

ered to be a foreign language. This, according to Ellis [9], 

confirms that there is no decisive conclusion that learning 

language can only take place at a certain age, and the debate 

will continue amongst researchers. 
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CMH Completion Model Hypothesis 

EFL English as a Foreign Language 
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