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Abstract: This paper explores the distinctions and similarities between First Language

Acquisition (FLA) and Second Language Acquisition (SLA). It outlines their unique

characteristics in terms of age of acquisition, cognitive processes, input and interaction,

and ultimate language proficiency. Drawing on academic literature and practical

examples, the study illustrates how both biological and environmental factors contribute

to language learning. The article highlights the advantages of early language exposure,

the challenges adults face in learning new languages, and the potential of modern

technology to bridge this gap. The aim is to provide learners and educators with a deeper

understanding of language acquisition mechanisms to foster more effective learning

strategies.
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Introduction

There are two distinct ways of learning a language: First Language Acquisition

(FLA) and Second Language Acquisition (SLA). Whereas SLA refers to the process of

learning an additional language through conscious efforts, FLA is the process of

acquiring first language naturally, exposing children to the language by speaking it at

home. In this essay, I will compare and contrast FLA and SLA, based on my reading and

study undertaken on this course. Although both involve learning a language, there are

significant differences in terms of the age of acquisition, cognitive processes involved,

and the outcomes of language proficiency.
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Firstly, the age of acquisition is different in both FLA and SLA. FLA occurs since

birth, as children get to know words from their mother tongue by listening. “First

language is acquired without too much input from surroundings. Furthermore, this input

does not have to be ordered: children make sense of what they hear and create the order

needed to stored knowledge of their first language themselves,” claims Raymond

Hickey. Infants understand the meaning of words through visual sources such as

surroundings, paintings and books, so teachers, parents, babysitters try to talk to babies

and show pictures with words when possible. These actions stimulate unconscious

memory to learn and use words actively. SLA, however, can start at any age, from

childhood to adulthood. People may decide to learn a second language at any point of

their lives. The way of understanding a foreign language is completely different from

that of a mother tongue. While in FLA children learn a language through exposition and

visual association, in SLA people study additional language by making parallels with

their native language. Secondly, cognitive processes make foreign language more

difficult to acquire in comparison with the native one. FLA is distinguished by the

dominance of phonetic input; for SLA, the learners use written materials more often,

which explains the difficulties of mastering a foreign language’s pronunciation (Azieb,

2021). Furthermore, in SLA there is a lack of interaction with a language, involving

more conscious effort and cognitive processing compared to FLA. Adults may use

strategies like memorization, explicit instruction, and practice to acquire a new language.

On the other hand, FLA is largely driven by inborn cognitive abilities, such as pattern

recognition, abstraction, and generalization.

One possible outcome is that some people may achieve near-native level of

proficiency in second language, whereas others may struggle with certain aspects of the

language. Factors such as motivation, aptitude, and opportunities of language impact the

level of proficiency attained. By contrast, FLA typically results in native-like
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proficiency in the acquired language. A deep understanding of grammar rules, syntax,

and phonology is achieved without conscious efforts. Environmental factors may play

an important role too. The environment for SLA varies depending on individual

circumstances, such as classroom settings, immersion programs and self-study. In

addition, correcting error is inevitable part of formal language instruction in SLA to help

learners improve accuracy, which make people afraid of mistakes (Mitchell, R. and

Myles, F., 2004). In FLA, however, children are not usually corrected for errors in the

same way adult learners are in SLA. As a result, people are more fluent in their first

language, no matter how hard they tried to acquire foreign one. First language is learned

instinctively, but second language is not. For example, people learn how to swim or ride

a bicycle based on instincts, while instruction is needed in order to know how to drive a

car. “First language acquisition is not dependent on intelligence or special ability for

languages. Everyone acquires their native language fully and properly. What is true, of

course, is that some people have a greater stylistic range and larger vocabulary in their

native language, but that is not connected with first language acquisition. You learn style

in school when you learn how to write the standard of your language and you learn

specialised words consciously after childhood,” says Raymond Hickey.

Despite these differences, there are some similarities too. Both input and interaction

are needed to master FLA and SLA. Both benefit from exposure to input and interaction

with speakers of the target language. Moreover, while in SLA learners may rely on

structured input in classroom, in FLA, children learn through naturalistic input from

caregivers and peers. There is a critical period hypothesis in which FLA is believed to be

subject to a critical period during early childhood when language acquisition is most

efficient. Similarly, age has an influence on SLA, with younger learners often showing

faster progress compared to older ones. It is explained by the fact that young children

have more neuroplasticity, which means that their brains are more adaptable and flexible
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in obtaining new information, including language. This makes it easier for them to pick

up new sounds, vocabulary, and grammar rules. Cognitive abilities such as memory,

attention, and problem-solving skills are better in young learners, making it easier for

them to absorb and retain new language information. Language Transfer is the third

similarity between FLA and SLA. Both FLA and SLA can involve language transfer,

where knowledge of one language can have a positive impact on the learning of another.

In SLA, learners may transfer grammatical structures or pronunciation patterns from

their first language to the second language. Similarly, multilingual people can transfer

the patterns of one language to another one and draw parallels between them, making it

easier to learn a new language. Furthermore, both FLA and SLA are guided by universal

grammar principles, which suggest that all humans have an innate ability to acquire

language. This means that certain language structures and rules are common across

different languages and are acquired in a similar way. Both FLA and SLA recognize that

learners have individual differences in their language learning abilities, styles, and

strategies. Understanding these differences can lead to effective teaching approaches

which are suitable for learner's needs.

FLA and SLA are two distinct processes with differences in age of acquisition,

input, interaction, and motivation. While FLA occurs during childhood with extensive

exposure to language input and high levels of motivation, SLA can occur at any age

with varying levels of exposure and motivation. By understanding these differences,

educators and language learners can better work on their approaches to language

acquisition, prepare individual study plans and maximize their success in learning a new

language. From my perspective, weak points of SLA can be easily overcome by modern

methods and technology. People can compensate the lack of exposure to language by

watching videos in the second language or speaking with native people through Internet.

At present, we have brilliant opportunities to speak fluently a second language.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, First Language Acquisition and Second Language Acquisition

exhibit crucial differences in process, input, and outcomes. FLA is largely instinctive,

occurring in early childhood with minimal effort, while SLA involves intentional effort

and cognitive strategies. Nevertheless, both rely on exposure and interaction to be

effective. Modern digital tools and communication platforms offer unprecedented

support for SLA learners, helping to overcome traditional limitations such as lack of

immersion or feedback. Understanding the processes behind language acquisition can

guide the development of more inclusive, personalized, and efficient educational

practices that benefit learners across all ages.
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