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Abstract: This study seeks to identify differences in language learning progress
and experiences among 24 adult migrants, who arrived to Australia after the age
of 40. The results suggest that age per se was not a reliable predictor of language
learning progress. Instead, the initial English level of participants when they
arrived to Australia, opportunities to use English and prior level of education
were associated with considerable language learning gains. For example, participants who had a higher initial English level were able to find jobs that required
them to perform a range of oral and written tasks across different domain, which
further improved their level, while participants who had a low initial level were
mostly unemployed. Another common factor we noted among participants with
high and reasonable gains but not among those who made little progress was a
proactive attitude and the use of a range of language learning strategies beyond
the classroom. The study also revealed differences in age construal among
participants with high and reasonable gains and those who did not improve.
Keywords: age, language learning, sociolinguistics, learners over 40, factors in
SLA

1 Introduction
There seems to be an “inverse relation” between the age of learners and the number
of studies exploring learning at that age (De Bot and Schrauf 2009: 2) and studies
focusing on children, teenagers and young adults, outstrip those looking at mature
language learners (Bellingham 2005; Muñoz and Singleton 2011). Yet this runs
counter to current socio-economic trends in which global displacements, ease of
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international travel, increased life-expectancy and the expectation of a longer active
working life have encouraged more people than ever to take up language learning
later in life, whether as migrants or instructed foreign language learners
(Bellingham 2005; Park 2011; Ter-Minasova 2005).
Age is a particularly relevant issue in language instruction post migration.
Mature language learners have always constituted a large proportion of learners
in on-arrival language programs, and these numbers are on the rise in various
countries (Geronimo et al. 2001). However, older learners are widely perceived
as having difficulties acquiring a new language, a perception that is widespread
and reflected in both the popular media and teacher-training materials
(Bellingham 2005). They are seen as having reduced perceptual acuity and
language-memory (Allender 1998), and therefore as ‘problematic’ and a strain
on social and economic resources (Torres 2006).
However, research on the issue of age in second language acquisition has
often focused on the cognitive effects of ageing and the existence or otherwise of a
critical period or sensitive periods for language learning (Long 2005), rather than
on how languages are learned later in life and how this language learning can be
supported. Several studies have sought to show that adult learners are able to
achieve near-native proficiency despite starting to learn a language post-puberty.
However, they have tended to take native-like proficiency as their yardstick, and
have therefore tended to focus on ‘exceptional’ language learners (Ioup et al.
1994; Kinsella and Singleton 2014; Moyer 2014). While such studies are important,
this focus on ‘near-native’ attainment, a goal that most leaners neither eventually
attain nor aspire to, severely constrains the practical implications they have to
offer practitioners trying to address the language learning needs of the vast
majority of ‘non-exceptional’ adults learning a second language later in life.
In this paper we take a different perspective on age. We explore the attitudes and
experiences of immigrant leaners over the age of 40 who arrived in Australia with
little or no English as they learn the language in classrooms and in the community.
Our aim is to illuminate this process, identify some of the factors that impact on it and
explore the relevance of our findings for language learning and teaching practice.

2 Perspectives on age
The notion of a critical period for first language acquisition after which nearnative attainment is problematic or impossible was suggested by Penfield
and Roberts (1959), and later attributed by Lenneberg (1967) to the localisation of language processing functions. Later work has proposed that, rather,
there are sensitive periods during which language learning may be more
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efficient, but which do not preclude eventual success (Lamendella 1977). In
SLA research, however, the issue of age and maturational constraints on
language learning has been somewhat more controversial, and has most
often focussed on the cognitive decline and learning deficits associated
with advancing age (McDonald 2000; Salthouse 2009). These effects have
usually been investigated as a key indicator of overall L2 proficiency (see for
example Granena and Long 2013; see DeKeyser 2012; for an overview) among
largely immigrant language learners, where age has been operationalised as
their age when they first entered the country (AoA). More recent studies have
attempted to take into account the complexity of accurately measuring when
L2 learning actually starts in earnest. For example, Birdsong (2014) uses Age
of Acquisition construed as “age at which immersion in the L2 begins in
earnest, with routine use of the LS and interactions with speakers of that
language” (p. 374).
The effects of age have also been investigated in relation to the acquisition
of specific linguistic features such as phonology, morphology or syntax (Baker
2010; Flege et al. 1999) and specific aspects of learning (Ross 2013; Schneider
2008; Veenman 2005). Veenman (2005), for example, suggested that there may
be differences in the use of metacognitive strategies in learners of different ages:
that younger learners tend to use more general strategies while older leaners
more frequently use domain-specific strategies. Other studies suggest that older
learners may also have deeper declarative metacognitive knowledge compared
to their younger counterparts (Ross 2013; Schneider 2008). Moreover, learning
styles may change with age, so that while children may have good implicit
language learning abilities, a decline in these around mid-teens seems to
increase the need for explicit (and analytical) learning approaches (DeKeyser
2000; Granena and Long 2013), although there is some evidence that this trend
may reverse for elderly learners, who may prefer implicit instruction and feedback (Lenet et al. 2011).
The strategies that learners use may, however, also relate to their life
experiences, including how much explicit instruction and/or practice they
have or have had (Batha and Carroll 2007; Nakatani 2005). It is therefore not
always clear how far the strategies used by older learners relate specifically to
age-related neurobiological factors. Thus, for example, the limited range of
language learning strategies and passive attitude to language learning found
among low and pre-literate adult refugees to Europe in Elmeroth (2003) may
relate to their lack of education and their limited opportunities to practise and
apply appropriate strategies rather than to their age per se.
Indeed, there is growing acknowledgement that age should not be regarded
as a single, chronological variable, as Marinova-Todd et al. (2000) argue:
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Age does influence language learning, but primarily because it is associated with social,
psychological, educational, and other factors that can affect L2 proficiency, not because of
any critical period that limits the possibility of language learning by adults. (MarinovaTodd et al. 2000: 28)

The realisation that age interacts with a number of other cognitive, social and
affective variables has led to a teasing out and closer examination of a range of
indvidual and experiential factors that impact on language learning later in life.
These include the quantity and quality of input in an L2 use (Flege 2009; Flege and
Liu 2001; Muñoz 2012), the role of the language in people’s lives (Birdsong 2009),
willingness to communicate in L2 (Jia and Aaronson 2003), indivdual language
learning aptitude (DeKeyser 2000), speakers’ motivation (Moyer 2007) and their
sense of self and belonging in L2 (Moyer 2004). Many of these can vary and
differentially impact language acquisition across individuals at different ages and
in different life circumstances.
Flege (2009) argues that the role of input, and, in particular, the quality of
that input, is notoriously difficult to record accurately so that their impact on
language learning has been underestimated. He therefore argues that how often a
speaker uses a second language is more important than the age at which they
started using it (for example, Flege and Liu 2001; Muñoz 2012). Support for the
important role of opportunity to use the second language across a range of
domains comes from studies of language learning across different contexts including foreign language learning and study abroad (Kinginger 2008; Kinginger 2009;
Moyer 2014) and migration (Khoo, Hugo & McDonald 2008; Yates 2010). In her
study of 160 EFL learners at university level, for example, Moyer (2014) found that
informal contact with English correlated highly with various measures of spoken
proficiency, while the age at which they started learning English did not.
The quality of interaction and frequency with which learners use a language
relates not only to the opportunities they have to interact in the target language,
but also to the nature of that interaction and to the language proficiency of their
interlocutors. Moreover, learners who make the most of the interactive opportunities are likely to get more language practice, that is, those who are willing to
take communicative risks to use their L2 in the community and so to get more
practice and are likely to make greater improvements (Jia and Aaronson 2003).
However, responsibility for making this communication happen does not rest
solely with the learners themselves, since social factors, such as how they are
welcomed into or positioned in the community can be a significant factor (Yates
2011). Related to this, affective factors such as attitude, motivation and the desire
for L2 affiliation can be important since the more a speaker feels that they identify
with a target group, the stronger the motivation to speak like them (Moyer 2014).
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Attitudes to communicating with others and taking responsibility for one’s own
learning also appear to be important factors, in particular a predisposition to being
socially outgoing, talkative and willing to take risks in communication (MacIntyre
and Charos 1996; Schmidt 1983; Schmidt 2012). In addition, self-efficacy (Bandura
1977; Bandura 2010), that is, a person’s belief in their capacity to execute actions
necessary to achieve specific results, also seems to confer an advantage (Mills et al.
2007). Thus there seems to be a strong correlation between age and memory selfefficacy (Rebok and Balcerak 1989), and such beliefs may vary according to age and
experience with younger people displaying a stronger memory-self efficacy and a
better memory performance. However, the directionality of this relationship is
unclear, since self-efficacy also affects performance, that is, the more a person
believes in their ability to remember and retrieve an item, the better they tend to
perform on memory retrieval tasks (Beaudoin 2011). Learners who show more selfefficacy in their language learning seem to take more risks and show more perseverance (Krueger and Dickson 1994), use a wider range of language learning
strategies and be better at self-regulating their learning (Magogwe and Oliver
2007; Derwing and Rossiter 2003). Thus, differences between individuals, not
only in their capacity for language learning, but also in the way they approach it
and in how they socialise etc., can mitigate the effects of AoA and explain differential language learning success among adults (Moyer 2004).

3 Adult immigrants and language learning
Immigrant language learners can come from a wide variety of backgrounds and
arrive in the host country with very different experiences to bring to the learning
of the language. While some may be tertiary educated voluntary immigrants
seeking economic improvement who are have considerable professional experience, others may be pre-literate refugees displaced by conflict and arriving with
little more than the clothes they stand up in (see Foulkes 2012). Their levels of
prior formal education may also be very different. Educational experiences have
been argued to counteract the negative effects of age on cognition and thus to
have an important impact on language learning (Ardila et al. 2000; Herd 2010;
Maurer 2011). However, this trend has not been supported by all studies (see
Zahodne et al. 2011). Moreover, the relationship between education and learning is
complex, as different cognitive domains seem to be associated with different
patterns, and this relationship has not always been confirmed for verbal memory
(Alley et al. 2007). As studies have tended to focus on homogeneous groups of
learners, the influence of prior levels of education on language learning post
migration remains unclear (Lan 2005; Magogwe and Oliver 2007). There is some
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evidence, however, that students with more formal education use a wider range of
language-learning strategies (e. g. Magogwe and Oliver 2007), and there is some
indication that education in the L2 environment can impact specific areas of
language learning such as the accurate acquisition of morphology (Flege et al.
1999).At the same time, several studies suggest that prior language learning may
be more protective against the effects of ageing than prior schooling (e. g.
Bialystok et al. 2007; Kavé et al. 2008; Craik et al. 2010).
Immigrants also arrive with and receive different levels of formal instruction in
the L2, and this can be important for the route and rate of their language development. For example, intense pronunciation training has been shown to influence the
acquisition of phonology (Bongaerts 1999; Moyer 2014). However, while Moyer
(2014) found that formal language study played an important role in the success
of the exceptional learners she studied, Julie in Ioup et al. (1994) study achieved an
‘exceptional’ level without this advantage. Thus formal instruction may not always
be essential.
How proficient immigrants become in a later-learned language can also
depend on the role that language plays in their lives relative to the other
languages that they speak. As Birdsong (2009) notes, the bilingual status of a
language learner, that is, the degree to which one or other of their languages is
dominant, can influence how their proficiency develops and how native-like
they become. The status of a language is can be related to both how early they
begin to use it regularly (AoA) and to how often they use it in their lives. In their
study comparing three groups of Italian/English bilinguals, one dominant in
their L1, one in their L2 and the third highly proficient in both, Flege et al. (2002)
found that speakers who were dominant in their L2 sounded more native-like
and concluded that the influence of an L1 may decrease as an L2 becomes more
dominant.
Although it is often assumed that immigrants living in an environment
where the dominant language spoken have ready access to opportunities to
use the language in a meaningful way on a regular basis, this is by no means
guaranteed. This is particularly the case for mature migrants who may have
family responsibilities that either require them to stay at home or to take
employment that does not provide optimal language learning environment.
They can therefore find themselves trapped in low-level jobs where they do
not speak the dominant at all or only have to use simple routine phrases that
do not allow them to develop their skills (Andersson, Garcia-Perez, Haltiwanger,
McCue & Sanders 2014; Yates 2010). Like Martina in Peirce (1995), adult migrants
may find themselves positioned in roles where they are effectively silenced, or
they may work alongside colleagues who fail to include them, thus limiting their
opportunities to develop spoken competence in their new language (Yates 2011).
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Moreover, if an immigrant’s L1 network is strong enough to provide for their
needs, this can be a disadvantage in learning the L2 (Chiswick and Miller 2001;
Derwing et al. 2008). Jia et al. (2002) explained the stronger effect of AoA on
immigrants from Asian backgrounds compared to those from European backgrounds in terms of the strength of their L1 community, that is, because their L1
community was so strong, they did not need to use L2 to the extent that other
migrants did. Derwing et al. (2008) similarly suggest L1 community strength as a
factor to explain why their Chinese background participants improved less than
those from a Slavic background. Orientation to and dependence on the L1 community may also vary with age and may perhaps be stronger for older immigrants.
Thus although debates continue over the role of maturational and situational
factors in learning a language as an adult, one finding that is clear in relation to
age is that there is much greater variability among mature learners. While
DeKeyser (2000) explains this by proposing an important role for language
aptitude in mitigating the role of maturational constraints, clearly other individual
and social factors can also be crucial. Insights into what these might be and what
practitioners and policy-makers can do to address these therefore remain important questions in addressing the needs of older learners or their teachers.

4 Learners over 40
Although any age-based division is arbitrary, in this paper we focus on immigrant
language learners over 40. With the exception of Bellingham (2005), who explored
the experiences, attitudes and experiences of a very small, homogenous group of
well-educated, Asian immigrants (five Chinese and one Korean adult aged
between 39 and 50), there are few studies on the multiple factors that impact
language learners in this age group. We address this gap through an exploration
of the experiences of 24 immigrant learners aged over 40 who arrived in Australia
with levels of proficiency ranging from beginner to early intermediate from diverse
educational, linguistic and cultural backgrounds.

5 The study
The data is drawn from semi-structured interviews conducted as part of a larger
national study on language learning and settlement success which followed a
total of 237 learners in two phases over the period of 2008–2014 from the time
they studied English in an on-arrival program, the Adult Migrant English
Program (AMEP). This was usually, but not exclusively, very soon after arrival
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in the country and therefore a rough guide to their length of residence (LoR). In
the first phase (2008–2009), 152 participants were followed for up to 5 years
(Yates 2010). In the second (2011–2014), 60 participants from the first phase
(Cohort A) and 85 new participants (Cohort B) participated (Yates et al. 2015).
Of these 145, 28 were over 40 when they arrived in Australia. Two had previously
lived in other English-speaking countries and two suffered from mental health
issues. These four were therefore excluded from the analysis for this paper,
leaving a total of 24 participants. Those from Cohort A had a LoR of between 6
and 14, while those in Cohort B from 2 to 5. Table 1 shows their demographic
details, including gender, AoA, LOR, visa type and country of origin.
Table 1: Participants.
Name

Gender

AoA

LOR in 

Shinta
Li Ming
Yoo-Jin
Charles
Abrar
Shan
Kiran
Alina
Xiao Mei
Raja
Krishna
Kancha
Dbchater
Sadewa
Irene
Leo
Indira
Akbar
Sarah
Beatriz
Takumi
Bima
Ludmilla
Li Lin

Female
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Male
Male
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Female
Male
Male
Female
Female



















































Types of visa

Country

Refugee
Family
Skilled
Family
Skilled
Family
Refugee
Family
Family
Refugee
Refugee
Refugee
Refugee
Refugee
Family
Family
Refugee
Family
Family
Family
Family
Refugee
Family
Family

Bhutan
China
Korea
Colombia
Iraq
China
Bhutan
Romania
China
Bhutan
Bhutan
Bhutan
Iran
Bhutan
China
China
Bhutan
Somalia
Iran
Chile
Japan
Bhutan
Russia
China

As can be seen from the table, participants ranged in age from 40 to 73. Some
had come to join family members, others were refugees and two had entered on
skilled visas. They came from a range of countries, but there was also a group of
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eight participants from Bhutan with similar backgrounds. These had spent most
of their lives in refugee camps, had no formal education and had settled in the
same rural area where they attended the same AMEP centre.
Participants were interviewed at regular intervals and asked about a range
of topics, including but not limited to their language learning experiences, their
language use outside the classroom, their perceptions of their language learning
progress and difficulties, their settlement, social networks, and other topics
related to their experiences of language learning and settlement. See
Appendix 1 for interview guide.
Since there were no explicit questions about age, all age-related comments
and reflections were volunteered spontaneously by the participants.
The following specific research questions guided the analysis presented
here:
– What differences in language learning progress and experiences can be
identified among these older learners? What factors appear to have contributed to these?
– How did the participants construe age in relation to their language learning?
Given the broad aims of the paper, we adopted an exploratory approach to
data analysis. The interviews were coded inductively (for a broad range of
themes) using NVivo and excel spreadsheets, and then deductively (for agespecific experiences reported by learners).
Given the qualitative and non-interventionist nature of the study and the
extreme diversity of the participants, it was not possible to rely on one single
measure of language proficiency gains. In order to get an idea of the language
learning progress made by participants, therefore, we used a combination of
indicators:
(i) self-reports of progress;
(ii) progress through the levels of the CSWE1 curriculum;
(iii) progress from interviews conducted through an interpreter to interviews
conducted without (where relevant); and
(iv) spoken proficiency ratings by experienced raters (available only for participants for whom we had appropriate recordings,2 n = 6)

1 Certificates in Spoken and Written English.
2 These were participants for whom we had non-interpreted interviews recorded at the beginning and at the end of the study of a suitable technical quality. Most, however, were conducted
in public places (e. g. cafes) and other locations with considerable background noise and were
excluded.
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While none of these measures is strictly objective, taken in combination
they provide an indication of participants’ progress in spoken language and
ability to communicate in English over the study period. Since participants
from cohort A were followed for a longer period, they had longer to improve
their English. This was taken into account in our assessments which are
therefore of progress over time rather than of final level of proficiency.

6 Findings
Drawing on these multiple indicators, we distinguished participants who made
‘good’, progress over the study period from those who made ‘little’ ’progress (see
Appendix for details). There was also a group in between these who made
reasonable progress in their English. In Table 2 we present these three groupings, together with participants’ AoA, LOR, years of education and the percent of
the time that they reported speaking English.
Table 2: Language learning progress.
Name
Good progress

Reasonable progress

Little progress

Charles
Abrar
Dbchater
Sarah
Shan
Yoo Jing
Alina
Raja
Xiao Mei
Leo
Akbar
Takumi
Ludmilla
Li Li Lin
Li Ming
Shinta
Kiran
Krishna
Kancha
Sadewa
Irene
Beatriz
Bima

AoA

LOR

Yrs Ed

Eng Use









































































 %
 %
 %
 %
 %
 %
 %
 %
 %
 %
 %
 %
 %
 %
 %
%
 %
%
%
%
%
 %
%
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As can be seen from the table, age per se was not a reliable predictor of
language learning progress. Opportunities to use English do seem to have
played a role as all of those who made good progress reported using English
at least 80 % of the time, while most of those who made little progress
reported using very little. The figure presented in the table is an average of
the % they reported at each interview. Since all but one of those who made
good progress were from cohort A and had been in Australia for between 5
and 7 years, LoR seems to be associated with more opportunities to use
English and good progress in learning English. However, three of those
who made very little progress, Li Ming, Irene and Beatriz, were also from
Cohort A, had been in Australia for 14, 9 and 10 years respectively and yet
did not report much English use. Dbchater, however, was from Cohort B, had
only been in Australia for 2 years, made good progress and reported using
80 % English despite his shorter LoR. Thus opportunities to use English do
seem to be related to progress, and these do seem to be related to LOR, but
the relationship between the two is not straightforward.
We can also see from the table that those who made good progress all had at
least 12 years of education and most of those who made little progress arrived
with little prior education. However, prior schooling did not guarantee success,
as we can see in the case of Irene and Beatriz whose English improved little
despite their 10 years of schooling. Rather, as we shall argue below based on a
qualitative exploration of the interview data, it seems that that arriving with
higher levels of English together with regular opportunities to use English in a
variety of situations including employment, a positive, pro-active approach to
language learning and the efficacious use of language learning strategies helped
these learners to progress, whatever their age.

6.1 Factors impacting on language learning progress: English
level on arrival, employment, language learning strategies
and attitude
Four out of the five participants who made the most progress, Charles, Abrar, Sarah
and Dbchater, all had a relatively good initial level of English before they moved to
Australia and were placed in Level 3 of the AMEP program. This suggests that
arriving with a stronger initial basis in the language might be helpful.
All four also, perhaps as a consequence of this advantage, managed to find jobs
in or related to the areas of their pre-migration employment, and these jobs required
them to perform a range of complex oral and written tasks across different domain
such as, written reports, professional presentations, etc. Moreover, all four reported
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a high level of English language use across different domains (80–95 % of English
use). Although not similarly employed, the fifth, Shan, was so motivated to open
her own café that she left her English class prematurely to gain experience in the
catering trade, and then quickly returned to class when she realised that her skills
were not as sophisticated as she had thought.
The majority of those who made less progress were, however, either
unemployed or suffered downward occupational mobility and were working
at a lower level. For example, Alina, an accountant with 13 years of education was employed as a sales assistant, while Irene, who was also an
accountant, became a cleaner. Thus the motivation and opportunities associated with experience in professional settings may have had some impact on
differences in language gains among participants.
Another common factor we noted among participants with high and reasonable gains but not among those who made little progress was a proactive
attitude and the use of a range of language learning strategies beyond the
classroom. Charles from Cohort A, for example, who arrived in Australia from
Columbia at the age of 42, illustrates how much can be achieved by an older
learner with a very proactive attitude. In addition to classroom instruction in the
AMEP, Charles enrolled in a volunteer program which involved two one-hour
phone calls a week designed to help new arrivals with the demands of phone
conversations in English. He made sure that he arrived for his lessons at least
one hour before class in order to practise English with more advanced speakers,
and deliberately socialised only in English as far as possible, avoiding Spanishspeaking friends or only speaking to them only in English. For several months
he even proposed and enforced a ‘rule’ of English only at home for two hours
every day with his family, who were proficient English-speakers. He also regularly read newspapers and watched TV in English and, despite a degree of
discomfort, pushed himself to engage in different communicative situations.
Overall, Charles took responsibility for his language learning, used existing
opportunities whenever and wherever they occurred and created his own opportunities for speaking English. He was also very well aware of the magnitude of
the language learning task before him.
Excerpt 1
Charles:
But ahh <,> I’m conscious ah it’s a process. Yes?
Interviewer: Uhmhm.
Charles:
It’s- it’s not ah another day and that’s all ah I- I try to- to have theenough of patience <>@@<>
Interview 1
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Over the nearly five years of the study, Charles never once mentioned his
age as a factor in his language learning, suggesting that he did not see it as a
barrier. This finding was consistent with the majority of participants who
showed improvement in their language skills (9 out of 14). This was true for
even the second oldest of them. Ludmilla (AoA 70) never once mentioned her
age as an issue in her language learning. In contrast, participants who did
not improve were considerably more likely to talk about their age as a key
barrier to language learning, as we discuss below.
Another factor in the success of participants with high and reasonable
gains seems to be the use of a range of language learning strategies outside
the classroom. For example, Ludmilla made strenuous efforts and dedicated
considerable time to her study of English. She studied English every day,
read newspapers and watched English TV. When she found her English-only
classroom challenging, she studied the materials independently after class
and prepared in advance the language she would need for practical situations such as going to the bank.
She notes that:
Excerpt 2
Interpreter:
Ludmilla:
Interpreter:
Interviewer:
Interpreter:
Ludmilla:
Interpreter:

I’m learning English intensively.
[Speaks L1].
I just put aside everything.
Okay.
This is my first
Yeah.
Priority, learning English.
Interview 4.

Perhaps as a consequence of her high level of prior education (she had a
PhD and had been director of a research centre in Russia) she saw herself as
a capable learner and thus did not get discouraged in the face of learning
challenges. As a result of her sustained efforts, she moved from being an
almost complete beginner to being able to conduct an interview in English
and deal with government agencies without the aid of an interpreter.
Similarly, Li Li Lin – the oldest participant who arrived in Australia at the
age of 73, reported a considerable investment in language learning and also
devoted significant effort to the study of English, with the result that she was
able to communicate with medical staff in hospital without an interpreter. Li Li
Lin sustained her interest in learning English by engaging in voluntary work
with the AMEP, and by the end of the study, she was able to conduct an
interview in English without the help of the interpreter.
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6.2 A tendency to blame age?
Of the nine participants who made little progress six were Bhutanese refugees who
lived in the same area in a tightly-knit community, and who showed considerable
similarity in their accounts of their experiences. In their initial interviews, most were
optimistic that, even though they might not reach native-like fluency, they would be
able to communicate in English by the end of their English course (the AMEP). At
this point none made any reference to age, the brain or to their memory. However,
by the 2nd or 3rd interview (3–6 months later) all became much more pessimistic
about their prospects of success and started to mention difficulties associated with
their age and failing memory (see extracts below).
Excerpt 3
Interpreter:
Interviewer:
Kancha:
Interpreter:

I think it will take long time for us to learn English [laughs].
Yeah, yeah.
[L1 exchange]
My brain is dull at the moment. I don’t know it. It’s just not like
this before.
Kancha (46 year old) Interview 2

Like Kancha in the Excerpt above, 45-year old Krishna started attributing her
difficulties to her age.
Excerpt 4
I think because of our - this age, we are not learning particularly well and I don’t
think we remember a lot of things.
Interview 2
Memory-related issues were the most commonly identified barrier to language
learning. Only one from this cohort, Kiran, suggested that his language-learning
difficulties might be linked to his lack of experience with formal education.
Excerpt 5
Interpreter: Mm. I never been to school before and <&> TR: this is at this age
</&>, I start learning
Interviewer: Mm.
Interpreter: and because of that I, I’m not used to learning things.
Interviewer: Yeah.
Interpreter: And maybe because of that my brain is not capturing all the things.
Interview 4
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Kiran seems to fuse ‘not being used to learning new things’ with neurobiological explanations of the ‘brain not capturing things’. However, while the Bhutanese
refugees attributed their language learning difficulties to their age, it is unclear how
far these related to age per se and how far to their lack of prior educational
experience.
Moreover, this group reported using few learning strategies, and used only
very limited English outside – and even inside - the classroom. Unlike the more
successful learners, they did not seek out opportunities to communicate in
English, their English language use was very low (between 1–12 percent; see
Table 2) and despite hours of classroom instruction, they improved very little.
Excerpt 6
Interviewer: Yeah, yeah. Ah, okay, um, right, so do you think your English has
improved much, um, over the last couple of months that you’ve
been learning at the polytechnic?
Krishna:
[L1 exchange]
Interpreter: I think a couple of words, it’s increased but not more than that … .
Interview 3
Only one, Raja, reported doing any extra English study in addition to his
AMEP classes: he practiced English with the volunteer worker assigned to him
after the death of his wife. He was also the only participant from this cohort who
reported any significant improvements in his language skills. Like the refugees
with low levels of literacy in Elmeroth (2003), Bhutanese participants made little
use of strategies for self-direction in their language learning, suggesting a lack
of what Bandura refers to as ‘a mastery experience’, that is, a successful prior
performance in a related domain which contributes to the belief in the possibility of success that sustains effort through times of hardship.
Moreover, the strength of the Bhutanese community may also have been a
factor in both their language learning and their tendency to blame their age.
They all lived in the same geographical area, attended the same AMEP class and
frequently socialized with each other. Although supportive in many ways, the
tightly-knit nature of the community may also have made the learning of English
less critical for their daily survival and discouraged individual efforts to adopt
learning behaviours that were different from those of the majority.3 This seems
to be an example of what Bandura refers to as ‘vicarious learning’, that is
learning through observing others. Thus, in this case, it is difficult to separate
3 This highlights the importance of not taking what participants say at ‘face value’ and
critically considering the reasons for invoked themes.
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issue of age-related decline from the impact of experiential factors such as level
of prior formal education, language use and influence of L1 community.
It is relevant to note that the other three other participants who made little
progress, Irene, Beatriz and Li Ming, also cited age as a factor. Even at the
relatively young age of 40, Li Ming saw herself as ‘too old to study’ and saw her
age as the reason why her home tutor discontinued their tutoring sessions (see
Excerpt 8 below).
Excerpt 7
Yes, that person came [L1] you know once a week and we spend about half an
hour each time and because we are getting older so we didn’t learn much, so
and then that person stopped coming.
Interview 5
In sum, while the majority of participants who made little progress in
learning English attributed their lack of success to age-related factors, the
much faster progress made by other, often older learners suggest that other
factors are more important than age per se.

7 Conlcusions and implications
The data from this cohort of older learners does not support the notion that
younger is necessarily better in language learning, at least for immigrant language learners over 40. As our analysis has shown, individual and experiential
factors can play an important role, and while we cannot dismiss the role of age
constraints on language learning, it is clear that some older leaners make great
gains. It is also clear that others do not. Higher levels of education and English
proficiency on arrival, quality opportunities to use English in a range of tasks
and domains and a positive attitude together with the strategies, consistency
and self-belief to keep going appear to be important.
Higher levels of education may have helped the participants to deploy a
range of learning strategies (Oxford 2003; Oxford 2013) and to apply themselves
to language learning consistently over time (Ramage 1990). Many of those who
were less successful, on the other hand, seemed to take a more passive attitude
to language learning, reported using little English in their daily lives and only
limited language-learning strategies, and seemed to lack the ‘mastery experience’ evident in more educated peers (Bandura 1997). While higher levels of
education were helpful, they were not sufficient, as not all of those with more
education were more successful in their language learning.
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Higher levels of education and English on arrival seem to have facilitated
opportunities for using English, and in particular, the ability to move relatively
quickly into professional roles commensurate with pre-migration levels of employment. These roles offer opportunity to use English in common routines, and
demand more of developing English language skills, expose learners to a range of
role models and ‘vicarious’ learning experiences and oblige them to step out of their
comfort zones to perform a wider range of tasks (Bandura 2010; Roberts 2010). They
also helped them to feel more connected to Australian society and retain some of the
‘symbolic capital’ that is so often lost with migration. It is also likely that these
connections contributed to their feelings of self-esteem and emotional well-being,
and thus had a positive impact on their self-efficacy, effort, motivation and sense of
autonomy in their learning of English (Bandura 2010; Benson 2013).
While success is likely to breed success so that those who made good
progress may have had less reason to find an excuse for their rate of progress,
it was nevertheless very noticeable that they rarely mentioned age as a barrier. In
contrast, many of those who made little progress consistently attributed their
language learning difficulties to their age. The fact that this attribution was
especially strong among the closely-knit community of Bhutanese participants
who lived and socialised together suggests that age was something of a socially
acceptable ‘scapegoat’, a readily-available explanation for their lack of progress.
How far age per se rather than other factors is really to blame is less clear, given
the findings for other, older participants explored above.
An important overall implication for the language teaching profession is to be
confident that much can be achieved by older learners. On a practical level, while
we cannot change the level of education or English that learners bring with them,
we can seek to replicate some of the advantages that these bring. We can be much
more explicit about the range of strategies for not only for learning a language but
also for using language outside of the classroom. We can also ensure a focus in our
programs on the crucial role of individual agency and self-direction. There is an
important role here for attention to ‘learning how to learn’ strategies, including a
clear articulation of what individuals can do to improve their language learning in
the community, and explicit support in helping them to develop the strategies they
will need. These can be developed in class and then set as out of class activities.
Some useful examples can be found in two professional development resources
developed as part of this project (Yates, Chisari & Pryor 2013; Yates & Pryor 2013).
In this paper we have explored some of the factors that influence language
learning success among older learners, and in so doing have illustrated the
poverty of many stereotypes on age and language learning. By extending the
agenda for age and language learning research beyond the current preoccupation
with the critical period hypotheses, we have sought to illuminate more closely the

Brought to you by | Macquarie University
Authenticated
Download Date | 5/27/19 12:35 AM

198

Olga Kozar and Lynda Yates

intricate web of social, individual and cognitive factors that impact older learners
as they strive to learn a language in ways capable of providing practical support to
older learners and their teachers. In so doing, we have turned the spotlight away
from what they cannot do and allowed a focus on what they can do to foster
success. Insights from many more studies are, however, still sorely needed if we
are to support the many millions of older learners world-wide who continue to
tackle the task of learning a language later in life.

Appendix 1: Semi-structured interview guide
–
–
–
–

–

–

–

–

–
–
–
–
–
–

A greeting.
Catching up about what participants have been doing since the last
interview.
The compilation of a language map and questions about language use in the
identified domains.
Family (e. g. Tell me about your family and who lives at home with you?
What languages do you use with whom and why? What do you find most
difficult about using English with your partner?).
Work (e. g. Where do you work? How did you find the job? What languages
do you use at work with whom and for which tasks? What do you find most
difficult about using English at work?).
Education (e. g. Are you doing courses at TAFE/studying at university? What
are you studying? How did you find out about the course? What do you find
most difficult about language use at TAFE/university?).
Social networks (e. g. Tell me about who you spend time with? How did you
meet them? What languages do you use with them? Do you have Australian
friends? How much contact do you have with people back in your home
country?).
Religious practices/other activities (e. g. Tell me about other groups you
belong to? How did you find out about them? What languages do you
use? Do you volunteer?).
Question prompts that aim at eliciting longer stretches of talk:
I’d like to hear what you think about Australia.
What do you like about Australia?
What don’t you like about Australia?
Imagine a friend is moving to Australia. What advice would you give them?
I’d like to hear you talk about the future. What are your plans and dreams
for the next five years?
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–

–
–

–

–

Settlement success (e. g. Do you want to become an Australian citizen? Why/
why not? Do you feel at home in Australia? What do you need to have to feel
at home?).
Participants’ self-rated language assessments.
Language learning practices (e. g. Tell us about anything that you do to
learn English outside of class? Do these things help? Which skills are most
important and why?).
AMEP (e. g. What did you like/not like about AMEP? How did AMEP help you
with your pathway/developing a social network? What did you learn at
AMEP? What did you think about the settlement topics you talked about in
class?).
Closing

Appendix 2
Name

Cohort Gender Progress Selfassessment

Progress
through CSWE

Progress to no Spoken
interpreter
proficiency
ratings

Shinta
Li Ming
Yoo-Jin
Charles

B
A
B
A

Female
Female
Female
Male

N
N
Y
N/A

N/A
N/A
N/A
+ .

Abrar

A

Female v. positive

N/A

N/A

Shan

B

N/A

+ .

Kiran
B
Alina
A
Xiao Mei A

Female some, but
feels -ve
Male
None
Female Some
Female Some

N
N/A
N/A

N/A
−.
−.

Raja
Krishna
Kancha
Dbchater

B
B
B
B

Male
Female
Male
Male

N
N
N
N/A

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

Sadewa
Irene
Leo

B
A
A

Male
None
Female None
Male
Some

Same level
Same level
Same level
 levels +
further study
All CSWE +
further study
A to B, then
LLNP
Same level
Same level
Same level +
further study
Same level
Same level
Same level
Same level
(quit)
Same level
Same level
Same level,
then tutor

N
N
N

N/A
N/A
N/A

none
none
Some
v. positive

Some, slight
None
None
v. positive

(continued )
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(continued )
Name

Cohort Gender Progress Selfassessment

Progress
through CSWE

Progress to no Spoken
interpreter
proficiency
ratings

Indira
Akbar
Sarah

B
B
A

Female None
Male
Some
Female positive

N/A
N
N/A

N/A
N/A
N/A

Beatriz
Takumi

A
B

Female None
Male
Some

N/A
N

−.
N/A

Bima
B
Ludmilla A

Male
None
Female Some

N
Y

N/A
N/A

Li Li Lin

Female Some

Same level
Same level
All CSWE +
further study
Same level
One level +
further study
Same level
All CSWE +
further study
one level +
further study

Y

N/A

A

[Correction added after online publication 19 July 2017: 10th cell of column
‘Progress Selfassessment’ was change to ‘Some, slight’ and the last cell of
column ‘Name’ was changed to ‘Li Li Lin’.]
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