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Research over more than forty years has shown consistently that earlier L2
starters do not in the long term maintain the linguistic advantage of an early
start over older starters. What, then, in the light of the widespread setting
aside of the evidence regarding the apparent uselessness of an early start, is
one to advise in respect of early L2 instruction? In this paper we discuss four
factors which emerge as perhaps having relevance in this regard: the role of
(bi)literacy skills, the role of language learning motivation, the role of fac-
tors relating to the transition from primary to secondary school, and the
role of intensity of L2 instruction. We suggest that there are a number of
broader macro-institutional factors, such as the impact of classroom experi-
ences, that may impede the goal sought by the offering of numerous years of
continued FL instruction.
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The question of starting age for additional languages in school is an important
and controversial one. Because of the popular view that “younger =better”, which
is supported by a general trend in research dealing with non-instructed L2 acqui-
sition, the tendency has been for governments and education planners to take
the line that an earlier introduction of L2s into schools will be advantageous. Yet
research over more than forty years has shown consistently that earlier L2 starters
do not in the long term maintain the linguistic advantage of an early start over
older starters (see Muñoz & Singleton, 2011). Indeed, in a recent study (Pfenninger
& Singleton, 2017), older beginners were found to catch up in most respects with
younger beginners within six months – despite a five-year exposure advantage on
the part of these latter. The educational world has largely ignored such findings
and has increasingly established the primary school teaching of L2s as the norm.

https://doi.org/10.1075/ltyl.00009.pfe
Language Teaching for Young Learners 1:2 (2019), pp. 111–138. issn 2589-2053 | e‑issn 2589-207x
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 license.

https://doi.org/10.1075/ltyl.00009.pfe
http://localhost:8080/exist/apps/journals.benjamins.com/ltyl/list/issue/ltyl.1.2


What, then, in the light of the widespread setting aside of the evidence regard-
ing the apparent uselessness of an early start, is one to advise in respect of early
L2 instruction? Some possible areas other than maturation (see Pica, 2011) may
be relevant to possible benefits accruing from encountering additional languages
in the primary school. In what follows we discuss four factors which emerge as
perhaps having relevance in this regard: the role of (bi)literacy skills, the role of
language learning motivation, the role of factors relating to the transition from
primary to secondary school, and the role of intensity of L2 instruction.

1. Literacy skills, previous languages and interdependence

It is widely believed that the most important factor in mastering a foreign lan-
guage is achievement in the first language (see e.g., Truniger, 1998). Linguists’
engagement with the issues of bilingualism, literacy skills and additional L2 learn-
ing has gradually developed from deficit views to a resource-oriented view. While
the deficit-oriented views focused on the difficulties encountered by multilingual
children, resource-oriented views emphasize the possibilities that multilingualism
enables (Berthele & Lambelet, 2017a). In particular, this positive view points to
the potential of transfer of aspects of language as well as of strategies of language
learning and use. Cummins (1979, 2000) also hypothesized in his ‘Developmental
Interdependence Hypothesis’ that L1 and L2 literacy skills should be regarded as
interdependent – as manifestations of a common underlying proficiency (see also
Sparks, 2012).

If text competencies are acquired by an L1-user, and then applied to L2 text,
this can be seen as an example of transfer from one language to the other, even
though knowledge about how a text is structured, can be considered at least partly
language-neutral (Berthele & Lambelet, 2017b). Geva & Ryan (1993) suggest that
in addition to transfer of linguistic skills from L1 to L2, basic individual differ-
ences on various indices of cognitive ability (e.g., nonverbal intelligence, memory)
may be at least partially responsible for observed relationships between L1 and
L2. They found significant correlations between memory measures and perfor-
mance on linguistic tasks in L1 and L2 (see also McLaughlin, 1990; Piske, MacKay,
& Flege, 2001; Sparks, Patton, Ganschow, & Humbach, 2009). Proficiency in lan-
guages is expected to be more highly correlated if the languages are similar (Cum-
mins, 2001).

Numerous studies (e.g., Moser, Bayer, & Tomasik, 2017; Schoonen et al., 2003,
2009, 2011) found a strong relationship between L1 and L2 writing proficiency as
well as a relationship between L1 writing and metacognitive knowledge, although
the authors were wary of positing causal interpretations. In line with the idea of
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interdependence of different languages in the individual multilingual speakers’
repertoires, many researchers rely on correlational studies when making claims
about transfer. Perhaps unsurprisingly, applied linguists have recommended her-
itage language instruction as a means of reducing the ‘language gap’ between
migrant students and non-migrants, especially since, in addition, heritage lan-
guage knowledge is seen as beneficial for literacy development in the school lan-
guage (Avineri & Johnson, 2015).

Although longitudinal designs may be able to model the direction of transfer,
it is unclear if positive cross-lagged correlations can be taken as evidence for
transfer from language to language, as evidence of the existence of a language-
independent basis of transversal abilities, or even as evidence of the impact of
general cognitive development (Berthele & Lambelet, 2017b). Nor are positive cor-
relations between measurements in two languages sufficient grounds for claims
about interdependence; there are simply too many other explanations that are
equally compatible with such correlations (see Berthele & Lambelet, 2017a). Fur-
thermore, the evidence is mixed; some studies have found a negative linear associ-
ation of L1 and L2 skills. For instance, Nieminen and Ullakonoja’s (2017) findings
suggest that an early age of onset of learning the L2 (Finnish) in a Finnish envi-
ronment had a positive impact on mastering the L2 but a negative impact on mas-
tering the L1 (Russian) in writing. By contrast, there are numerous studies that
evidence no loss of L1 from early exposure to a new language and no evidence
for any effects of heritage language instruction on literacy skills in the school lan-
guage (e.g., Goorhuis-Brouwer & de Bot, 2010; Moser et al., 2017; Krompàk, 2017).

Another widespread belief is that the L1 needs to be developed to a certain
level in order to guarantee successful cognitive and linguistic development (see
e.g., Riehl, 2013) – which Berthele and Lambelet (2017b) refer to as the “first lan-
guage axiom”. Cummins addressed this issue in his ‘Threshold Hypothesis’ (1976,
1978), suggesting that the L1 competence level already reached by learners deter-
mines whether they will experience cognitive deficits or benefits from schooling
in the L2 (see Yun, 2005). If the L1 is not sufficiently developed, this will purport-
edly result in low levels of L2 proficiency (see Martin-Jones & Romaine, 1986).
Lightbown (2000, p.249) observes that ‘[i]f the total amount of time of instruc-
tion is limited, it is likely to be more effective to begin instruction when learners
have reached an age at which they can make use of a variety of learning strategies,
including their L1 literacy skills, to make the most of that time.’ Jaekel, Schurig,
Florian and Ritter (2017) suggest that metalanguage builds rather slowly during
the elementary school years in relation to students’ L1 for literacy, so that students
cannot yet really benefit from a transfer from this process to the L2. The pedagogi-
cal implication of this would be to increase L1 instruction, introducing L2 instruc-
tion later since it is not crucial at the beginning of literacy development. Other
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scholars suggest that even if L1 literacy is well developed, such knowledge cannot
be accessed in L2 if L2 linguistic proficiency is low (see Alderson, 1984; Jeong-Won
Lee & Schallert, 1997). On this view, intensive L2 instruction would be important
to exploit the underlying resources.

As for the idea of thresholds: (1) there is no empirical evidence in favour of
discontinuous bilingual development (see Vanhove, 2013, 2015); (2) unless thresh-
olds are defined independently, they do not yield predictions that can be proven
wrong (Berthele, 2017) – and so the probability of producing false positive results
is increased (Vanhove, 2014); and (3) the threshold cannot be defined in absolute
terms – i.e. it is impossible to identify a common threshold for all learners. For the
purposes of developing educational policies, it would be useful to have a more spe-
cific theory on the mechanisms and directions of transfer and interdependence.

In sum, the evidence of L1 effects on L2 proficiency is not overwhelming
(Berthele, 2017). Moser et al. (2017) hypothesize that there may be L1-related ben-
efits at least for heritage languages if these languages are used in immersion or
CLIL settings. However, the question also arises to what extent L1 experience is
helpful for L2 literacy with respect to onset age and length of instruction.

Pfenninger (in press) reported a five-year longitudinal study in Switzerland,
in which the English development of 636 secondary school students was assessed;
all had learned Standard German and French at primary school, but only half had
had English from third grade (age 8) onwards, the remainder having started Eng-
lish five years later. One of the main goals was to analyse how literacy skills in
the home language(s) affected literacy development in the target language Eng-
lish – i.e. to discover if performance at the beginning of secondary school in
one language (German) predicted performance at the end of secondary school
in the other language (English) – and how age of onset (AO), family circum-
stances and type of bilingualism related to the results. This latter dimension was
assessed through the inclusion of four participant groups: monolinguals, simulta-
neous bilinguals with biliteracy skills (i.e., children who grew up with two home
languages before learning English in school), simultaneous bilinguals without
biliteracy skills and sequential bilinguals. The results revealed the mitigating influ-
ence of the hybridity of experiences of bilinguals on AO effects: both bilingualism
and biliteracy effects interacted with a supportive learning environment. Qual-
ity in the home environment seemed to be important regardless of differences
in AO or biological age (see also Pfenninger & Singleton, 2018). The beneficial
effects of parental sensitivity connect well with the bilingualism literature. For
instance, family circumstances in which bilingualism is valued provide children
with the opportunities to use and switch between two languages, which in turn
could enhance their executive functions (see Goriot et al., 2016).
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An earlier starting experience proved beneficial for just one specific learner
group: simultaneous bilinguals who were biliterate and had in addition received
substantial parental support. The parents of these children reported more a very
positive, active role in their children’s learning and multilingualism. This may
explain the age effects reminiscent of “earlier=better” findings in naturalistic set-
tings: the intense parental involvement in the case of the group in question
approximates to naturalistic conditions at least regarding affective dimensions and
the sense of personal and family relevance with which it must imbue English.
Young naturalistic L2 acquirers are often aware of the role their L2 proficiency
plays in their well-being (friendships, etc.) but also of family approval for such
proficiency because of its usefulness to the family. When parents intensely encour-
age and support school learning of an additional language, the child must have a
similar sense of this learning having family relevance and integration.

The results from this study have important educational implications in light
of the increasing number of students with an immigrant background, who, in the
early primary grades, may have to learn and become literate in two languages
beside their home language.

Summary

Although research often finds evidence of a strong correlation between L1 and L2
literacy skills, it is premature to interpret such evidence as favouring the notion of
the interdependence of literacy skills across languages, as other explanations are
possible. Moreover, the evidence is mixed.

The widespread belief that the L1 needs to be developed to a certain level
in order to guarantee successful cognitive and linguistic benefits from L2 educa-
tion runs into the empirical problem that developmental thresholds are difficult to
define independently and so yield predictions that cannot be refuted.

Some very recent research found that an earlier starting experience in an
additional language proved beneficial for a very specific learner group: simultane-
ous bilinguals who were already biliterate and who received substantial parental
support. This finding would appear to have important educational implications.

Despite contradictory evidence regarding L1–L2 interde-
pendence effects, educators and policy makers should, nevertheless, under-
stand that mastering literacy skills in the primary school years is important for
students attempting to learn L2s, considering the much stronger effect of (bi)lit-
eracy skills compared to effects of age of onset (AO).
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2. The motivational dimension of early instructed FL learning

A common view is that younger learners show markedly better attitudes toward
learning foreign languages than older learners (see, e.g. Cenoz, 2004; MacIntyre
et al., 2002; Nikolov, 1999), which Kanno (2007) relates to the enthusiasm younger
learners show in response to new challenges in contrast with the self-
consciousness afflicting adolescents (Driscoll, 1999). Caution is, however, required
around the claim that primary school beginners demonstrate more positive atti-
tudes to L2 use than secondary learners. For instance, the quality of early instruc-
tion might negatively affect motivation. Early learners may begin with enthusiasm
but the teaching approach and/or skills experienced may not be such as to sustain
such enthusiasm (see Csizér & Dörnyei, 2005). For instance, Mihaljevic Dji-
gunovic (1993) observed that her 7-year-old participants did not list foreign lan-
guages among their favourite school subjects, possibly because games and other
kinds of play, which constituted a large part of the L2 curriculum, bored them.
Mihaljevic Djigunovic and Krevelj (2010) note that when conditions are less than
ideal (large groups, two lessons per week, unqualified teachers) young L2 learners
quickly develop negative attitudes. According to Ushioda (2013) such early dislike
may have damaging long-term consequences, as the first contact with the L2 may
permanently influence learners’ attitudes and motivation (see Singleton & Ryan,
2004). Early adolescence is associated with flux – a period when learners “struggle
to achieve a coherent sense of self ” (Lamb, 2012, p. 19). Sometimes older learners
are described as tending to reject the school system in general, or as being less
motivated by the use of more traditional methods in high school (e.g., Tragant,
2006). This, however, does not explain the fact that older starters ubiquitously
experience a faster rate of learning than younger starters initially (see e.g., Muñoz,
2006). This phenomenon is often ascribed to their cognitive advantages regard-
ing testing. However, there is also a motivational dimension to this picture. Late
starters seem to feel the urge to achieve proficiency quickly. Snow and Hoefnagel-
Höhle (1978) hypothesize that the superior initial performance by older starters is
perhaps due to the greater academic demands placed on them by schools, creating
higher levels of motivation in them than in younger learners.

In any case, Muñoz (2008) cautions against confounding biological age with
age of onset: the finding that younger starters may have a more positive attitude
towards learning L2s than older starters may relate to their chronological age
rather than, or in addition to, their earlier start (i.e., an earlier start does not
guarantee that learners remain motivated as they get older). With respect to the
interaction between AO and motivation it is difficult to draw firm conclusions,
particularly since AO is often confounded with length of instruction and because
the research evidence, is inconclusive – see the following. Larson-Hall (2008), in
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her study of attitudes towards language learning in general and specifically the
learning of English, found no differences between learners with an early (8 years)
versus a late (12 years) learning start.

Tragant (2006) questions sustainability in contexts where L2 instruction is
limited to one or two sessions a week, mentioning “the serious risk that students
will have difficulty in seeing any progress over time” (p.237), impacting negatively
on motivation and perseverance (see Moyer, 2004; Williams, Burden, & Lanvers,
2002). Burstall (1975) observed that the motivation to learn French as a school
subject decreased after age 10/11. Likewise, Masgoret et al. (2001) report a decrease
in motivation with age among Spanish students between 10 and 15. Williams, Bur-
den and Lanvers (2002) analysed the L2 learning motivation of 228 English sec-
ondary school students at different ages and found a clear decrease in motivation
with years of instruction.

By contrast, studies carried out in Catalonia (e.g., Muñoz, 2000; Muñoz &
Tragant, 2001; Tragant, 2006) found no significant differences in motivation
between learners starting at age 8 and age 11. They did, however, observe that the
learners’ age had an effect on the type of motivational orientation that students
had. As opposed to primary school learners, secondary school students had
increasingly higher levels of instrumental motivation, seeming to be more aware
of the importance of English as an international language (Tragant, 2006). Not
only motivation but also goalposts change over a period of learning (e.g., Henry,
2014).

Despite the negative image of the small amount of exposure and large time
distribution in typical early L2 programmes, it may not be impossible for students
to maintain high motivation levels over a long period of time – they may simply
“need to develop … skills and strategies to keep themselves on track” (Ushioda,
2008, p.26) – e.g., by “engaging in… intrinsically motivating activity” (Ushioda,
2008, p.27). Tragant (2006) found that learners of the same age (12;9) but with dif-
ferent amounts of instruction (200 vs. 416 hours), showed similar levels of moti-
vation and similar types of orientation (“Instrumental” and “Communication/
travel” orientations ranking very high). Significant differences were only found
later: after 726 hours of instruction, more students had positive attitudes towards
learning English among those who had started at the age of 11 (89.7%) than among
those who had started at the age of 8 (71.2%). Tragant (2006,p. 257) concludes that
biological age is a more determinant factor than amount of instruction received –
see also Gonzales (2010).

Finally, Pfenninger & Singleton‘s (2016a) results questioned the view that the
main benefits of early L2 learning lie in the development of positive attitudes
and motivation. Positive attitudes were not associated with biological age either.
Younger learners were not more motivated than older learners; on the contrary,
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almost all motivational orientations received higher values at the end of secondary
school).

In Pfenninger & Singleton (2016a) the results revealed that the late starters
were able to catch up within six months of secondary school with the early
starters, who had an advance of five years of English instruction in primary
school, with respect to a range of measures, and were able to remain on a par with
the early starters until the end of obligatory schooling in Switzerland. With refer-
ence to possible reasons for the “kick start” of the late starters in the initial stages
of FL learning, the indications were that for the late starters, motivation was more
strongly goal- and future-focused at their first measurement, while the motivation
of the early starters was predominantly influenced by (present and past) cumula-
tive experiential factors. Since future selves – but not present selves – had a strong
impact on FL achievement, this implies that the late starters were able to profit
from their orientations at the beginning of secondary school.

In Pfenninger & Singleton (2016b) we used qualitative data gathered from our
focal group of 40 participants to explore aspects of the study that could not be
quantified. We were particularly interested in beliefs about the age factor elicited
via essays. Touching on motivation, we found that attitudes and beliefs, e.g., pre-
conceived ideas about the age factor and early vs. late FL programmes, affected
learners’ approach to language learning. Moreover, class size was a strong predic-
tor of FL outcomes irrespective of AO – perhaps because of the impact of class size
on motivation. Finally, the broader social and educational school context played
an important role in attitude formation and in influencing students’ future L2 self-
states. While the late starters seemed content on the whole with the conditions of
their later start, the early starters had to deal with a range of challenging aspects
of FL-related experiences at the beginning of secondary school, such as adjust-
ing to the new teaching style. In other words, apart from the intrinsic qualities,
favourable or otherwise, of the early English experience, there were difficulties
associated with the perceived lack of a smooth join between primary and sec-
ondary levels of education, all of which are will be discussed in what follows.

Summary

The popular assumption that primary school L2 learners are generally better moti-
vated than older learners is not borne out by research. Any initial flourishing
of motivation amongst younger beginners seems often to be shortlived. Positive
motivation, on the contrary, appears to be associated with the onset of secondary
schooling, with late starters feeling the urge to attain to proficiency quickly.

It has to be said also that the motivational state of younger beginners may
relate to their biological age rather than their age of encountering the L2. Age of
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onset is also confounded with length of instruction. One interesting finding is that
type of motivation many change, with secondary school students evidencing more
instrumental motivation.

In this connection, some recent research indicates that for the late starters
motivation is more strongly goal- and future-focused than for early starters, but
also that the broader social and educational school context plays an important role
in attitude formation.

“The earlier the better” or “the later the better” are specific
postulates that can be related to a set of beliefs about age and the time and effort
investment necessary to really succeed in L2 learning. It is in this context vital
to strengthen the belief in the efficacy of in-school learning environments
among young learners in primary school.

3. Transition from primary to secondary school

Motivation and the continuous development of language proficiency may depend
on a successful transition from primary to secondary education (Jaekel et al.,
2017). This transition has often been described as a fragile moment, as it features
elements which may be difficult to understand or manage (Blondin et al., 1998;
Jones, 2016). With respect to FL learning, the transition from a more communica-
tive and holistic approach to FL learning at primary level to a more formal and
consciousness-engaging approach at secondary level is sometimes experienced
as problematic by students and teachers alike (see Muñoz, Tragant, & Camuñas,
2015). It is thus important to take account of students’ perspectives on the dis/con-
tinuity of their language journey. Several critical issues in relation to the transition
from FL instruction in primary to secondary school have been identified in the
recent literature:

1. Several issues in relation to the transition from FL instruction in primary
to secondary school have been discussed in the recent literature (Chambers,
2014; Courtney, Graham, Tonkyn, & Marinis, 2015; Graham et al., 2016; Jaekel
et al., 2017; Muñoz et al., 2015; Nikolov & Mihaljevic Djigunovic, 2011; Pfen-
ninger & Lendl, 2017): An abrupt shift from student-centred, “implicit”
methodology to more teacher-directed and faster-paced lessons may disturb
young learners.
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2. There is a possible mismatch of student-teacher expectations regarding teach-
ing methods, which may cause a decrease in motivation, particularly if
instruction is not suited to students’ proficiency level.

3. Coordination and even communication between primary and secondary
school teachers is usually lacking.

4. L2 proficiency outcomes from primary schools vary greatly; thus, since sec-
ondary schools receive students from several primary schools, teachers are
required to be particularly thorough in assessing the initial skills of incoming
students.

5. Primary school L2 teachers are sometimes not trained extensively, as L2 pro-
grammes are still relatively new to primary education in some countries.

Nikolov (2017) points out that what children in Hungary learn in their FL in their
first years will be forgotten unless revised and built on in a regular fashion in later
years. She emphasizes that raising children’s interest is easy but maintaining their
motivation over years poses a challenge (see above). Nikolov speculates that loss
of motivation may sometimes be caused by disappointing test results

Pfenninger and Lendl’s (2017) portrayal of the impact of L2 instruction dis/
continuity from primary to secondary school is, however, more complex. They
analysed the degree of continuity between input received in primary school and
secondary school, as well as learners’ beliefs, attitudes and self-efficacy before and
after they moved to secondary school. Twelve primary schools and six secondary
schools in Switzerland participated in the study, with a total of 280 early learners
of EFL (age of onset: 8 years) who were tested at the end of primary school and
at the beginning of secondary school, respectively. Results of linear mixed-effects
regression models revealed that there did not seem to be a general problem with
the change of teaching approach from primary to secondary school, as has been
suggested (see above). Rather, the abandonment of certain implicit activities (e.g.,
singing songs and playing), creates the impression that a new start in a secondary
school involves the risk of loss of what was learned in primary school.

Muñoz, Tragant and Camuñas (2015) caution that if students are not made
aware of their implicit knowledge in primary school, they may have the sense
that their learning before transition has not prepared them for the “new” class-
room activities. This results in some learners’ undervaluing whatever L2 knowl-
edge they brought with them. Muñoz and colleagues reason such undervaluing
of what was learned in primary school may lead to the perception of secondary
school as a completely new start. Another noteworthy result in both their quan-
titative and their qualitative analyses relates to the repetitive nature of EFL in
secondary school i.e., there was widespread comment on apparent repetition by
secondary teachers of work already covered in primary schools.
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Students’ responses also raise the question of whether the skills acquired at
primary school are adequately recognized at secondary school. Many authors
(e.g., Muñoz et al., 2015) have suggested that constantly repeating content and
activities may have implications for learners’ sense of progress. Ushioda
(2014, p. 135) suggests that social-environmental conditions that undermine learn-
ers’ sense of competence will generate forms of motivation that are less internal-
ized and more externally regulated by environmental influences and controls (see
also Jones, 2016).

In contrast, Pfenninger & Lendl (2017) suggest that there are also many learn-
ers who report similarly high levels of enjoyment for English at the start of sec-
ondary school as at the end of primary, particularly owing to repeated content
in secondary. This is in line with previous work by Courtney et al. (2015), who
found that their learners of French did not object to covering familiar content on
reaching the first year of secondary school, as it enhanced their sense of mak-
ing progress by consolidating their knowledge and skills. Similarly, Graham et al.
(2016) found that total motivation scores increased at significant levels across the
point of transition, and at the end of the first year of secondary were still signifi-
cantly higher than in the last year of primary.

Besides individual variation, school and class diversity also displays a signifi-
cant role, particularly in primary school data. Primary school groups can be very
heterogeneous in terms of level. This inevitably leads to “mixed ability classes” –
with a risk of frustration and boredom on the part of the higher-proficiency learn-
ers and to feelings of being overtaxed among lower-proficiency students. Pfen-
ninger and Singleton (2016b, 2017) discuss how this situation may mitigate the
potential advantages of an earlier L2 start. Furthermore, the participants originate
from different school districts and experience emphases on different skills and
values (see Pfenninger & Singleton, 2016a).

In many countries students are streamed into different branches of secondary
school. Pfenninger (2017) found significant variability in AO effects across the
five schools in her investigation at the beginning but not at the end of secondary
school, showing that secondary schools may reduce inequalities between different
groups over time. A further difficulty with the move into secondary school may
stem from variability in the amount and quality of FL teaching at primary school
which leads some secondary schools to start language instruction from scratch
with all learners, regardless of previous learning.

Finally, a word on the implicit-explicit dichotomy. The precise meaning of
implicit and explicit and the nature of their differentiation are not universally
agreed upon – and this comment applies whether one is talking about learning,
teaching approach or knowledge (see Mitchell, Myles, & Marsden,
2013, pp. 136–137). The implicit dimension is generally thought of as drawing on
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as an automatic, non-conscious and powerful mechanism that results in knowl-
edge which can be accessed quickly and without effort (Dörnyei, 2009; Ellis, 1994).
It is claimed to enable “learners to infer rules without awareness” and “internal-
ize the underlying rule/pattern without their attention being explicitly focused
on it” (Ellis, 2009,p. 16). Implicit learning is also seen as a process that requires
intensive exposure to input over a prolonged period of time (Tellier & Roehr-
Brackin, 2017). By contrast, the explicit dimension is characterized as involv-
ing “conscious awareness on the part of learners as they attempt to understand
material, … to analyze input, or … to solve production or comprehension prob-
lems” (Tellier & Roehr-Brackin, 2017). However, explicit learning is portrayed as
resource-intensive, requiring attention and relying on the processing and main-
tenance of information in working memory (Jaekel et al., 2017). For this reason
(more) mature learners have been considered to be better able to learn explicitly
(Jaekel et al., 2017). Thus, younger children’s poorer performance in classroom set-
tings compared with older children, adolescents and adults is normally attributed
to their relative lack of cognitive maturity, their exposure to minimal input, and
their predominant reliance on implicit learning – purportedly slow and requiring
considerable input to be effective (Tellier & Roehr-Brackin, 2017).

Summary

The transition between primary and secondary school has often been character-
ized as a delicate moment in a child’s L2 schooling. Among issues that have been
raised in the literature are included: the shift from student-centred, “implicit”
methodology to more teacher-directed classes; the possibility of a mismatch
between student and teacher expectations regarding teaching methods; an
absence of coordination/communication between primary and secondary school
teachers; the fact that L2 proficiency outcomes from primary schools feeding a
given secondary school may vary greatly; and the lack of adequate training exhib-
ited by primary school L2 teachers in some countries.

Some research suggests not that students have a general problem with the
change of teaching approach from primary to secondary school, but rather that
the abandonment of certain implicit activities suggests to them that secondary
school involves the risk of loss of what was learned in primary school. Relatedly,
the frequent repetition in secondary school of material covered in primary school
raises the question of the extent to which the covering of such material at primary
level is taken account of or valued at secondary level. On the other hand, some
recent studies show that secondary level learners have no problem with covering
familiar content on reaching secondary school, seeing it as enhancing their sense
of making progress by consolidating their knowledge and skills.
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It is something of a cliché that primary school students excel in the domain
of “implicit” learning and secondary school students in the domain of “explicit”
learning, and that the reason for the disappointing performance of the former in
dealing with L2s is that what they encounter at school does not feed their implicit
needs. In this context it is perhaps worth remembering that the precise meaning
of implicit and explicit and the nature of their differentiation are by no means uni-
versally agreed upon.

The transition from FL learning in primary to FL learning
in secondary must be given more attention as a possible factor in students’ lev-
els of attainment. Secondary teachers need to be particularly thorough in
assessing the L2 skills that students entering their class have already attained. In
addition, students need to be made aware of the implicit knowledge they have
acquired in primary school.

4. Intensity versus quantity of instruction

It is recognized that a few hours a week of exposure to a new language, even if
continued for several years, does not allow students to attain very high levels of L2
proficiency (Collins & White, 2011). Accordingly, interest has shifted from regular,
low-input FL programmes to different types of intensive language programmes.
In general, a course or programme is deemed intensive when the hours available
for instruction are concentrated in blocks of time, giving students exposure to the
L2 for several hours a day. The length of the intensive experience varies widely
across countries and programmes, however, as does the corresponding terminol-
ogy. For instance, while some (e.g., Maillat, 2010) consider ‘Content and Language
Integrated Learning (CLIL)’ to be a specific form of ‘immersion’, for others (e.g.
Baetens Beardsmore, 2002), CLIL is the general construct under which a variety
of alternative forms of integrated language and content instruction can be placed,
including immersion, involving a FL or a lingua franca (usually English) not pre-
sent in the learners’ environment. Yet others (e.g., Kovelman et al., 2008) use the
terms ‘bilingual (language) exposure’ and ‘bilingual education’ to refer to inten-
sive, systematic, and maintained exposure to a child’s new language. Intensive pro-
grammes may have the potential to break through the attainment ceiling typically
associated with early L2 learning without necessitating changes in the time allot-
ted to the different school subjects. This is the promise of CLIL (see Genesee &
Gorter, 2014; Marsh, 2002), where an additional language is used “for the learning
and teaching of both content and language” (Coyle, Hood, & Marsh, 2010,p. 1).
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The idea is that proficiency will be developed in both the non-language subject
and the language in which it is taught (Lasagabaster, 2011; but see Coyle, 2008; see
also Cenoz et al., 2014; Mehisto, 2008; Pérez-Vidal & Juan-Garau, 2010).

There appear, in this context, to be limitations on the L2 learning advantage
when the to-be-learned targets are more closely related to the types of skills typ-
ically associated with L2 learning (Collins & White, 2011, p. 110). On the other
hand, there is consensus that students in concentrated programmes generally
acquire higher levels of proficiency in the L2 than students in programmes with
normally spaced L2 units of contact. Netten and Germain’s (2004) study of inten-
sive vs. non-intensive L2 French programmes in Quebec showed that traditional
L2 language programmes with limited hours of instruction per week in a non-
concentrated time distribution were relatively less effective. Serrano and Muñoz’s
(2007) results show that those L1 Spanish students registered in extensive classes
make less progress than those in intensive groups (the hours of instruction being
the same in the different language programmes). Hinger (2006) observed that stu-
dents in intensive groups have more group cohesion and are more motivated than
students in regular classes. Similarly, the intensive group students in the stud-
ies by MacFarlane et al. (2004) and Peters (2000) seemed to display more self-
confidence and positive attitudes towards learning the L2. Learners are known
to progress more slowly in “normal” primary school, possibly because they have
not enough time and exposure to benefit from implicit learning (see De Graaff &
Housen, 2009).

A problem of the “normal” primary regime is the risk that students may have
difficulty seeing any progress over time, which may lead to frustration (see above).
Thus, students who have intensive exposure to the FL appear to have an advantage
over those whose instruction is thinly spread over a longer period of time (Muñoz,
2012; Netten & Germain, 2004; Serrano & Muñoz, 2007).

A considerable amount of CLIL research has been carried out over the last
twenty years, and various benefits of CLIL have been noted, such as the following
(from Pfenninger, 2016). Because of the higher amount and intensity of exposure
to the L2, on the one hand, and the opportunities for engaging in authentic and
meaningful interaction in real-life contexts; on the other, immersion students
have been found to be more successful than students receiving “normal” FL
instruction, particularly with respect to receptive skills, oral fluency, syntactic
complexity, lexical range and confidence/risk-taking in the target language (e.g.,
Collins & White, 2011, 2012; Spada & Lightbown, 1989; de Zarobe & Jiménez
Catalán, 2009).
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1. CLIL students have been reported to demonstrate better verbal and non-
verbal communication skills, cognitive skills and divergent thinking than
their non-CLIL counterparts (Vesterbacka, 1991).

2. The above benefits have emerged both when concentrated exposure has been
regular and when it has been supplied in short intensive experiences (e.g.,
Collins & White, 2011, 2012).

3. CLIL is claimed to minimize the role that individual differences, such as
language learning aptitude, plays in more limited exposure situations (e.g.,
Collins & White, 2011, 2012).

4. CLIL increases exposure to the target language without taking up more time
in an already crowded school timetable (e.g., Lasagabaster, 2011).

5. Content knowledge appears to remain on a par with that learned through
the L1 (e.g., Admiraal, Westhoff & de Bot, 2006; Genesee, 2004; Goorhuis-
Brouwer & de Bot, 2010).

6. L1 skills development is very similar both in CLIL classes and in non-CLIL
classes (e.g., Seikkula-Leino, 2007; Vesterbacka, 1991).

7. Owing to the higher exposure to the FL than in regular programmes, CLIL
programmes seem to foster implicit learning, which has been identified as
a highly effective way of learning (Coyle, 2008; de Graaff & Housen, 2009;
DeKeyser, 2000; Hulstijn, 2002).

8. Related to point (8), CLIL is age-appropriate in elementary schools, since
younger children (e.g., in early FL programmes) cannot attend to formal,
explicit L2 instruction to the same extent as older children (see e.g., Ellis,
2002).

Collins & White (2011) analysed the oral and written production and of aural and
written comprehension of 230 Grade 6 (aged 11–12 years) francophone children
who had begun learning English as a second language (ESL) in Grade 3 (age 8).
They were in one of two versions of a similar intensive English as an L2 pro-
gramme which differed with respect to how the instructional time was distributed:
in one programme, the 400 hours of instruction were concentrated in a 5-month
block (full days of English every day for 5 months); in the other, the 400 hours
were experienced in a series of intensive exposures across the full 10-month acad-
emic year. While Collins & White found substantial progress over time for both of
the two programmes, they reported significant differences on a third of the mea-
sures in favour of the concentrated group. However, since the effect sizes were
rather small and there was a number of intervening variables such as differences
in the pedagogical contexts, the authors concluded that “it is not possible to argue
with confidence that students in the concentrated model were superior in listen-
ing, use of verb inflections, or overall performance as a direct result of the distrib-

Making the most of an early start to L2 instruction 125



ution of instructional time” (p. 126). In addition, whether more advanced learners
would have extracted greater benefit from a single intensive experience than sev-
eral shorter ones remains an empirical question.

While numerous studies (e.g., Admiraal et al., 2006; Dalton-Puffer, 2007; de
Zarobe, 2008) have confirmed the benefits conferred on CLIL/immersion learners
versus non-CLIL learners, there has been some questioning of conclusions drawn
from CLIL research (e.g., Bruton, 2011; de Zarobe, 2011). Some of the issues and
questions that have emerged in the present study and that need to be addressed
and considered in future research are listed in the following (see Pfenninger,
2014).

1. Because of the diversity of CLIL programmes and the lack of conceptual clar-
ity (see Cenoz et al., 2014, p.257), it is difficult for researchers to provide a clear
characterization of CLIL programmes.

2. One limitation in studies comparing CLIL and non-CLIL programmes is that
since the CLIL groups not only have language classes, but also school subjects
taught in the relevant language, two variables are conflated: type of instruc-
tion and exposure (see Bruton, 2011; Cenoz et al., 2014).

3. Two factors that need to be controlled for are L2 learning motivation and apti-
tude. Motivation is probably one of the most crucial factors in studies on the
outcomes of CLIL, considering that CLIL programmes are often not available
for all students, which leads to a selection of students for these programmes
“who will be academically motivated to succeed” (Bruton, 2011,p. 524).

4. It is also interesting to analyse which other input measures (length of instruc-
tion, number of curricular and extracurricular lessons, time spent in a nat-
uralistic immersion situation, current informal contact with the target lan-
guage) are strongly associated with long-term L2 performance

Collins, Halter, Lightbown and Spada (2012) addressed the issue with the confla-
tion of type and intensity of instruction (point 2) by comparing distributed vs.
massed ESL instruction of the same type: Nine Grade 6 classes from a distributed
programme (2 hours per day of exposure to English over the full 10 months of
one school year), 12 from a massed programme (full ESL immersion for 5 months
of one school year), and 5 from a massed-plus programme (5 months in full-day
intensive ESL classes incl. extracurricular exposure to English). The most success-
ful outcomes in the Collins et al. study were observed in the massed-plus students
who surpassed students in the other programmes, even when those students had
begun intensive ESL with more knowledge of English and even when those stu-
dents had a history of being more academically successful. Since the participants
were drawn from a wide range of academic abilities, thus circumventing the prob-
lem with self-selection (point 3 above), Collins et al. conclude that “superior aca-
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demic ability is not a requirement for successfully learning English in intensive
communicative classes” (p. 671).

With respect to CLIL and time and timing, Muñoz (2015) has hypothesized
that the higher intensity of exposure to the TL provided by programmes programs
may yield different results, younger learners having more opportunities to use
their implicit learning mechanisms advantageously. An opposite prediction could
be that older learners may benefit from increased cognitive abilities and more
advanced L1 academic proficiency. North American research found evidence
against the “earlier is better” trend also in full immersion programmes (Genesee,
1981), students in later immersion programmes performing as well as students
immersed earlier (but see Wesche et al., 1996).

In the ELIAS project (e.g., Kersten et al., 2010), researchers from Belgium,
England, Germany and Sweden monitored children’s progress in L2 acquisition,
intercultural communication, bilingual science skills and environmental aware-
ness in bilingual preschools. It emerged that increased L2 contact duration and
L2 input intensity positively affected receptive grammar and receptive vocabulary
knowledge, and that the children’s L1 was not negatively affected by the use of
English in bilingual preschools (see also Hiligsmann et al., 2013; Juan-Garau &
Salazar-Noguera, 2015). Pfenninger and Singleton (2017) found that students in
late CLIL classes (secondary level) in Switzerland had significantly more positive
attitudes towards English than those in regular EFL classes. However, while the
CLIL approach had a motivating effect on the learners, CLIL students tended to
be more motivated than students in regular FL classes from the beginning.

Finally, a few studies have investigated the benefits of CLIL at different ages.
Through the reanalysis of empirical studies with a quantitative approach to lan-
guage gains, Muñoz (2015) investigated how different age groups benefit from
content-based language teaching. What emerges is that English learners who
begin CLIL instruction later in primary school reach equivalent proficiency levels
to learners who have been in the CLIL programme since the beginning of primary
education and display faster rates of FL learning (see also Lorenzo et al., 2010). In
a recent study on the question of how much additional exposure to the FL through
CLIL is necessary for learners to enjoy linguistic gains, Artieda et al. (2017) ana-
lyzed two different constellations of partial CLIL instruction in Spanish secondary
school: two groups of students with similar hours of instruction but different ages
in two contexts – formal instruction (FI) and CLIL – and students with the same
age but different hours of instruction). Keeping starting age constant, they found
that CLIL learners need to be up to two years younger than their FI counter-
parts to outperform them with the same number of hours of instruction. When
matched for age, the group with extra CLIL hours significantly outperformed the
FI-only group on most measures.
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Kovelman et al. (2008) analyzed how age of first bilingual language exposure
affects reading development in children learning to read in two languages and
whether there is a reading advantage for monolingual English children educated
in bilingual schools. On the one hand, they found that children from monolingual
English homes attending bilingual programmes, experience a reading develop-
ment advantage over monolingual children in monolingual reading programmes.
On the other hand, an early age of first bilingual language exposure had a positive
effect on reading, phonological awareness, and language competence in both lan-
guages.

Regarding CLIL in primary education, Egiguren (2006) investigated two
groups of bilingual Basque-Spanish students. One group started English at age 4,
and the other at 8. When their English proficiency was compared at age 10, no
differences were found: late starters had caught up with early starters in only 1.5
years. Most age and CLIL studies in SLA have based their conclusions on group
data at one moment in time, on measurements at two data points, or on cross-
sections comparing groups of learners at different levels. By contrast, Pfenninger
(in prep.) focuses not only on the learning process and on quantification of change
but also on the underlying environmental and psychological reasons for change.
She explores the best time and timing for bilingual language exposure in Swiss
immersive (pre)primary programmes with 50% of the content being taught via the
community language German and 50% via English. Data collection occurred four
times annually over eight school years (ages 5–12), via oral and written production
tasks and language awareness questionnaires. Results showed that bilingual expo-
sure may afford a powerful positive impact on L2 development compared to regu-
lar FL instruction, but it shows similar starting age effects as the latter: AO seems
to have an effect on some measures (e.g., fluency) but not others (e.g., lexical rich-
ness). However, while children with AOs 5 and 7 respectively had almost identical
developments, i.e., they only differed at the very end at age 12, there are signifi-
cant differences between students with an AO of 9 and the other groups almost
all the way through. It does not seem to matter whether children begin a bilin-
gual programme at the age of 5 or 7, but those who begin at 9 do not manage to
catch up with the rest by the end of primary school. Results also showed that in
L2 development many internal states (e.g., motivation, attitude, etc.) and external
states or events (the general learning context or family circumstances) at any given
moment may have an effect on the developmental path. All these interrelated fac-
tors may cause any part of the learner’s L2 system to fluctuate from one moment
to the next. Finally, the study illustrates that the developmental process of the dif-
ferent AO groups can only be approximated by extended time series and cannot
be inferred by measurements at one or two points in time. In other words, con-
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Recommendation:

clusions about the eventual attainment are strongly dependent on the coincidental
time of the measurement (see also Lowie & Verspoor, 2015).

Summary

In relation to the question of the mode in which L2 exposure is best delivered at
primary level much attention has focused in recently on Content and Language
Integrated Learning (CLIL), which provides teaching via the L2 of some of the
school subjects. CLIL has been claimed to bestow numerous benefits: better com-
munication skills; efficacy whatever the degree of teaching intensity; the mini-
mization of the role of individual differences; an increase of L2 exposure without
taking up more time; a preservation of the level of content knowledge to that
learned through the L1; very similar L1 skills development to that attained in non-
CLIL classes; and the fostering of implicit learning, allegedly a highly effective way
of learning and age-appropriate at primary school. Assessing such claims as the
above is difficult in the light of the diversity of CLIL programmes, the conflation
of the two variables type of instruction and exposure, the fact that students are
often selected for these programmes and are thus ab initio motivated to succeed,
and the puzzle of which other input variables might be associated with long-term
L2 performance.

Opinions differ as to which age-category of students benefit more from high
intensity teaching. Although it seems that early L2 immersion students are not
in the long run advantaged over late L2 immersion students, some research has
found that increased L2 contact duration and L2 input intensity in pre-secondary
education positively affects receptive grammar and receptive vocabulary knowl-
edge, and that the children’s L1 is not negatively affected by the use of the L2 in
bilingual preschools. Other research indicates that bilingual exposure may have a
powerful positive impact on L2 development compared to regular L2 instruction,
although it shows broadly long-term similar starting age effects as the latter.

An intensive language learning experience can lead to sub-
stantial progress in an L2 in a relatively short amount of time, for both children
and adults, early and late starters. In particular bilingual programmes in
(pre)primary school seem to cater to children’s natural language learning abil-
ity. The distribution of substantial amounts of FL instructional time – concen-
trated in an uninterrupted learning experience or distributed across a series of
successive intensive experiences – also seems to affect learners’ L2 proficiency
in favour of a single, sustained intensive exposure to the L2.
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5. Conclusion

So what messages can we gather from the foregoing? One clear point that we have
to take in board is that the question of the extent to which L2 user’s languages are
interdependent is of key importance in the policy discourse on language educa-
tion (Berthele, 2017). The answer to this question is not as straightforward as some
earlier attempts to address it may have implied, but it needs to remain constantly
before us, and it needs further and deeper investigation.

Another key element that we need to fully acknowledge is that the problems
surrounding the early teaching and learning of L2s are not only concerned with
the role of physiological maturation and degree of intensity of instruction. There
are patently a number of broader macro-institutional factors that may impede the
goal sought by the offering of numerous years of continued FL instruction.

Also to be weighed is the impact which classroom experiences seem to have
on attitude and motivation in regard to influencing learners’ perceptions of
progress and competence. According to some accounts, this impact may be espe-
cially strong around the time of primary – secondary transition, at a point when
such a sense of competence becomes particularly important for learners.

It appears from our discussion that early start to FL instruction under certain
conditions may have a favourable outcome, in terms of the legacy it gives to the
child for the later school years and maybe life. We can perhaps set aside in this
context the question of whether “earlier is better”, and simply recognize the fact
that under optimal learning circumstances (that is, high quality, quantity and
intensity of input in a naturalistic setting, ample opportunities for interaction with
a variety of native speakers, high motivation, etc.) experiencing a foreign language
at an early age of may have positive consequences.

Finally, we have to take very seriously the evidence that the broader learning
environment seems to be more influential than the cognitive state assumed to be a
characteristic of the individual. Accordingly, a simple (nay, simplistic) individual
difference model, which assumes that age is a fixed factor is not at all satisfactory.
Age of onset interacts not only with environmental contingencies to create a syn-
ergistic effect, but it is also influenced, mediated and mitigated by environmental
influences.
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