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Abstract: This article provides an integrated analysis of three central themes in modern
applied linguistics: phonological awareness, the age factor in language acquisition, and major
perspectives in second language acquisition (SLA). Drawing on cognitive, neurological, and
pedagogical frameworks, the study synthesizes existing theories to explain how age influences
the development of phonological awareness and how these processes interact with broader SLA
mechanisms. Special attention is given to segmental and suprasegmental development, neural
plasticity, metalinguistic awareness, implicit and explicit learning, and cross-linguistic transfer.
The article concludes with pedagogical recommendations relevant to different age groups in
English Language Teaching (ELT).
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Introduction

Phonological awareness has long been recognised as a cornerstone of linguistic
competence, particularly in the context of foreign language learning. When learners engage
with a new linguistic system, their ability to perceive, distinguish, and manipulate sound units
becomes one of the most reliable predictors of success in pronunciation, listening
comprehension, vocabulary acquisition, and reading skills.

Parallel to this, the age factor remains one of the most debated issues in SLA. The
assumption that younger learners possess superior capabilities for acquiring native-like
phonology coexists with more recent findings emphasising the cognitive advantages of older
learners. The intersection of these two domains—phonological awareness and age—forms the
foundation of contemporary debates in language pedagogy and psycholinguistics.

In addition, SLA as a theoretical field provides explanatory mechanisms that account for
observed differences in language performance among children, adolescents, and adults.
Concepts such as implicit learning, explicit knowledge, interlanguage, transfer, universals, and

cognitive load all contribute to our understanding of phonological development across ages.
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The purpose of this article is to integrate these three domains into a single analytical
framework. By examining how phonological awareness develops at different ages and how this
interacts with SLA theory, the article aims to provide a comprehensive perspective for linguists,
teachers, and curriculum designers.

Phonological Awareness in Foreign Language Learning

Phonological awareness refers to the ability to analyse and manipulate sound structures
within a language. It includes:

 phoneme recognition and discrimination

« syllable segmentation

« onset—rime identification

« awareness of stress and rhythm

« sensitivity to intonation patterns

In foreign language learning, these skills underpin a learner’s capacity to map unfamiliar
phonetic input onto existing cognitive structures, facilitating more accurate production and
comprehension.

Segmental Features

These include vowels, consonants, and phonemic distinctions. Learners must identify
contrasts that may not exist in their L1, such as:

« /0/ vs /0/ in English

« tense vs lax vowels

e aspiration contrasts

Suprasegmental Features

These refer to broader acoustic patterns such as:

« intonation

o Stress

o rhythm

« sSpeech rate

Learners who master suprasegmental features often achieve higher intelligibility even if
their segmental accuracy remains imperfect.

Phonological awareness contributes to decoding, reading fluency, and word recognition.
In L2 contexts, it directly predicts vocabulary size because learners must recognise and store
phonological forms accurately.

Children and Neural Plasticity
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Children demonstrate remarkable sensitivity to phonetic contrasts due to high neural
plasticity. They effortlessly acquire new phonemes and prosodic patterns. Their learning is:

« subconscious

e exposure-based

e imitation-driven

Children's articulatory systems are still forming, making native-like accent acquisition
easier.

Adolescents: A Transitional Stage

Adolescents retain residual plasticity while gaining metalinguistic reasoning. They show:

« improved phonological analysis

e increased working memory

« social sensitivity regarding accent and identity

However, peer influence and self-consciousness may inhibit oral practice.

Adults: Analytical Strengths and Biological Constraints

Adults have reduced sensitivity to phonetic distinction but possess strong:

« metalinguistic knowledge

e cognitive control

« explicit learning strategies

« literacy-based phonological awareness

Adults often achieve excellent intelligibility through structured instruction, despite
difficulties achieving native-like pronunciation.

The Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH)

CPH suggests an age-defined window for optimal phonological acquisition. While
children outperform adults in accent attainment, modern research indicates that motivated
adults can reach near-native proficiency when training focuses on suprasegmental features.

« Children rely on implicit learning.

o Adults utilise explicit instruction.
Both pathways can lead to success, but they develop different types of phonological
representations.

Learners construct an evolving phonological system influenced by:

e L1 transfer

» markedness

« perceptual constraints

))) Vol.4 No.11 NOVEMBER (2025) { 403 }




INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF EUROPEAN RESEARCH OUTPUT
ISSN: 2053-3578 I.F. 12.34

This explains why certain phonemes remain problematic despite practice.

Adults' advanced cognitive abilities support:

« articulatory rule learning

 monitoring

« self-correction

This compensates for their reduced sensitivity to phonetic contrasts.

Phonological development requires:

e rich auditory input

« meaningful communicative interaction

« opportunities for production and feedback

These elements are emphasised across SLA approaches.

Comparative Analysis of Age Groups

Segmental Acquisition

e Children excel naturally.

« Adolescents show balanced performance.

 Adults require explicit phonetic drills.

Suprasegmental Mastery

Surprisingly, many adults improve rapidly in suprasegmentals through targeted training,
while children acquire them implicitly.

Cross-Linguistic Transfer

Older learners exhibit stronger L1 interference because their phonological categories are
fully stabilised.

Motivation and Affective Factors

o Children learn playfully.

 Adolescents struggle with social pressure.

 Adults show strong instrumental motivation.

Pedagogical Implications for ELT

1 For Children

e songs, rhymes, chants

« natural exposure

« minimal explicit phonetic explanation

2 For Adolescents

« balanced explicit-implicit approach
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« peer collaboration activities

« audiovisual pronunciation practice

3 For Adults

« articulatory phonetics instruction

o IPA-based exercises

« recordings, shadowing, and self-monitoring

« focus on intelligibility, not nativeness

4 Universal Strategies

o minimal pair drills

« rhythm training

« controlled and free production tasks

« phonological training integrated with reading and speaking

Conclusion

Phonological awareness, age effects, and SLA mechanisms form an interconnected
framework that shapes language learning outcomes. Children show natural sensitivity to
phonological features, adolescents balance cognitive and social factors, and adults use strategic
and metalinguistic strengths to compensate for biological constraints. Effective ELT requires
age-appropriate phonological instruction, leveraging both implicit and explicit learning

opportunities.
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