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Early English language acquisition:
how early is early enough?

Foreign language acquisition has been introduced to a younger population of children than in years
past. However, the justification of this trend has been recently questioned because of the lack of
evidence for a critical period in second language acquisition (Singleton and Pfenninger 2018a) and
research findings that call into question the presumed advantages of starting to learn a foreign lan-
guage at the primary level (Baumert et al. 2020). Nevertheless, some countries have introduced
mandatory foreign language learning, mostly EFL learning, for children at the kindergarten level.
In Croatia, optional and non-formal learning of English is offered in early childhood education and
care institutions, but the short and long-term effects of such programmes remain unknown to us.
The language achievement of young EFL learners (N = 147) was investigated regarding the par-
ticipants’ age at the beginning of EFL learning and their length of exposure to organised instruc-
tion. A significant relationship was found between the age at the start of students’ learning and
early achievement; however, it was not confirmed in the long run. Moreover, very young and young
learners achieved language results equally well after five years and three years of EFL instruction,
respectively. The findings of this study point towards pre-primary EFL learning not ensuring long—
term advantages and raise important questions about the role of environment, continuity, and the
intensity of instruction in supporting the process of early multilingual development in children.

1. Introduction

Globalisation and technological progress have positioned English as the lan-
guage of international communication, so English language proficiency is increas-
ingly viewed as capital that affords better education and opportunities in the global
labour market. Besides, starting to learn a second language (L2) early is tradition-
ally believed to guarantee successful acquisition in the long run. Unsurprisingly,
as a form of investment in their children’s future, parents want to make sure that
their offspring start with English language learning as early as possible. Since the
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early 1990s, we have been witnessing a global lowering of starting age for second
language acquisition (SLA) due to parental pressure on educational institutions
(Enever 2005; Murphy and Evangelou 2016) and their layman belief that there are
advantages to starting early, which is probably a reflection of long-standing but
dubious beliefs about the relationship between age and SLA (Singleton and Pfen-
ninger 2018a). Moreover, the faith people have in the benefits of early multilingual
development of an individual and a community as a whole is evident in the Europe-
an Union’s regulations pertaining to European language policy that fosters intro-
duction of early foreign language (FL) learning programmes to children below the
age of six — that is, at pre-primary level (European Commission 2011). Although
theincrease in research on FL acquisition in primary and secondary? education has
resulted in insights that contribute to our understanding of success factors, not
enough is known aboutlong-term effects of starting at the primary versus second-
ary level (at the age of 10/11 or later). Much less is known about processes, mecha-
nisms, outcomes, and long—term effects of an even earlier onset: kindergarten age.
Therefore, we report here on a study that compares the language achievement of
participants who started formally learning English as a foreign language (EFL) be-
fore school (pre-primary beginners or very young learners) with the achievement
of participants who began learning EFL formally at school entry (primary begin-
ners or young learners). The critical period hypothesis and different learning mech-
anisms in the process of acquisition of any new language as well as their relevance
for FLlearningin at home contexts are discussed in the theoretical part of the paper.
Next, the paper summarizes European trends in the introduction of FL study in
early childhood education and care institutions. The presentation of the study is
followed by a discussion of the findings as well as emerging questions. In the con-
cluding part, recommendations are provided for further research, which we find
essential in the Croatian context of EFL acquisition. A strong emphasis is placed
on the synergy between age and other factors important for multilingual develop-
ment.

2. The relationship between age and early second language acquisition

Successful L2 development is traditionally associated with the age factor, that
is, with an early/earlier onset of SLA as a necessary condition for achievement of
high levels of L2 competence (Singleton and Ryan 2004). Recently, however, differ-
entviews have been developed alongside the slogan the earlier, the better, such as the
older, the better and the younger, the better in some respects and/or a qualitative change

1 In line with many education systems, the term primary education (as used in recent literature) refers to edu-
cation which starts from Grade 1 (most often at the age of 5 or 6) and lasts until Grade 4-7 (depending on
the system of a particular country). Secondary (lower and upper) education refers to later grade levels, with
upper secondary education generally starting at the age of 15-16. In the Croatian education system, early FL
learning refers to the first four years (Grades 1-4) of primary school, i.e., to children aged 6.5-7 to 10.5-11
(labelled as young learners in Croatia).
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view between early and later acquisition of a new language (Rokita—Jaskow 2013).
The different views point to the complex role of age in SLA, which is now interpret-
ed as a macrovariable (Flege 2009), and interactions arising from the relationships
established between individual (cognitive, affective, social, and physical) traits in
the maturational process and the learner age are becoming increasingly important
for our understanding of the course of SLA. Apparently, age and different traits
are in constant mutual interplay; at the same time, they interact with contextual
variables that, in turn, shape them, all of which affects the trajectory of L2 develop-
ment (DeKeyser 2012; Erk 2021; Nikolov and Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢ 2019). What
guided this shift in the understanding of the role of age in SLA is explained later, as
acloserlook at the mediating role of context in SLA (Mufioz 2014) is needed first.

Irrespective of the age of the learner and their individual factors, there are
contextual factors that include the wider community, language policy, education
system, and formal, non-formal and informal? (Smith 2002) opportunities for L2
development available inside and outside of the family circle. Collentine and Freed
(2004) distinguish between three fundamental SLA contexts: at home context,
where the new language is studied as an FL; immersion context characterized by im-
mersion in the language of the environment; and study abroad context, which is only
temporary in comparison to immersion context, but, as arule, takes place in the L2
setting. To understand the role of age in SLA, it is crucial to differentiate between
FL context, where FL is acquired, and L2 context, where L2 is acquired.

An early start has along—term positive effect on the acquisition of anew/L2 in
the target language (TL) environment (e.g., Lambelet and Berthele 2015; Mufioz
2014). Until recently, the reasons for younger starters’ better success in compar-
ison with adolescent and adult populations in TL environments were attributed
to the assumed critical period for language acquisition (Lenneberg 1967) and lat-
eralisation of brain functions. In other words, it was presumed that innate and/
or developmentally stipulated abilities had to be exploited at a (very) young age to
achieve the goal of L2 proficiency of a native speaker. Although experts generally
agree that there is a critical period for first/native language acquisition, its role and
relevance for successful L2 development are questionable (when L2 acquisition is
preceded by normal first language development). The existing disagreement about
the beginning, duration, and end of the proposed critical period, with a variable
range spanning from the first year of life to puberty, diminishes the significance
traditionally awarded to the critical period in SLA (Singleton 2005). Likewise, we
know now that the brain retains plasticity throughout life (Raz and Lindenberger
2013), and neurobiological research has failed to confirm the association between
different activation patterns and different language proficiencies (Mufioz and Sin-

2 Formal and non—formal activities are educational by nature. They are oriented towards planned and struc-
tured study and different from informal activities, which are experiential and unstructured. While formal
education takes place in mainstream education, non—-formal education happens outside of it, e.g., through
FL courses in (private) language schools and private classes.
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gleton 2011). Thus, Singleton and Pfenninger (2018a) conclude that the assumed
critical period and specialization of the hemispheres cannot explain outcomes of
earlier orlater SLA.

Differences in child and adult L2 acquisition are further attributed to different
learning mechanisms. For example, theorists and researchers advocating for the
significance of general learning mechanisms and cognitive and experiential matu-
ration processes (Ellis and Wulff 2015) provide strong opposition to the advocates
of full or partial availability of universal grammar that acts as a mechanism influ-
encing SLA differently at different ages (White 2015). This means that different
characteristics of the acquisition of new language knowledge are brought into con-
nection with age and cognitive maturity from fundamentally diverse perspectives.
Children are credited with the ability to acquire knowledge implicitly, whichis a trait
that declines with maturation and leads to development of explicit abilities. Over
time, these explicit abilities take theleading role in the process of acquisition of new
knowledge and skills. However, research by Lichtman (2013, 2016) demonstrated
that each age group is more inclined to learn in the way which dominates the teach-
ing process. In the case of children, the teaching is most often implicit, whereas it
is explicit in the case of adults. Hence, the teaching proved to be just as important
or more important than limitations in the abilities of children and adults. When it
comes to learning rates, older students are faster learners than younger learners
due to their greater cognitive, strategic, and experiential maturity. It is particularly
challenging to explain the fact that children are more successful L2 learners despite
being slower initially in TL contexts, which is crucial, as it points to important in-
terplay between age and circumstances in which children and adults acquire a new
language. The reasons for child superiority in SLA have been traditionally explained
by ayoung(er) age at start, but nowadays, it is increasingly brought into connection
with different language learning experiences and varying personal orientations. In
the TL environment, children need a common language for play, making friends,
and education. This is generally not the case with (more) mature populations who
already have an established linguistic and cultural identity in their native language,
which can significantly affect the strength of their motivation and desire to fitinto
the new culture. Hence, young learners in TL settings are by default exposed to TL
input of better quality, larger quantity, and variety as well as to numerous oppor-
tunities for conversational interaction in the new language, all of which influences
SLA favourably (Singleton and Pfenninger 2018b). In other words, younger learn-
ers are more successful because their language experiences are different from the
experiences gained by more mature learners, which clearly points to the possibility
that their experiences can be significant enough to influence learning trajectories
and outcomes of L2 development in different ways.

TL input of large quantity, high quality, and diversity as well as an abundance of
opportunities for interaction with fluent and accurate speakers of the TL are hardly
available in settings where children and adultslearn an FL. This means that qualita-
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tive and quantitative experiences of FL learners in FL environments are markedly
different from experiences of L2 learners in the TL environment. Does it, then, on
the basis of research findings conducted in TL settings, stand to reason that young-
er learners would perform better than older ones in an FL context? The answer
to this question is extremely important because of the EU’s recommendations to
introduce FL learning programmes at both the pre-primary and primary level as
part of implementation of the European multilingualism policy (Council of Europe
2008). Studies have demonstrated that an FL start at the lower primarylevel fails to
lead to assumed long—term advantages compared to a later start, i.e., at the upper
primary or secondary level (Garcia Mayo and Garcia Lecumberri 2003; Mihaljevi¢
Djigunovi¢, Nikolov and Otto 2008; Myles and Mitchell 2012; Pfenninger 2014).
This led Murphy (2014) to conclude that earlier is not better in settings of mini-
mal contact3 with the TL where the learning is limited to formal instruction of the
language as a school subject. Nevertheless, limited but positive effects of an earlier
start have been confirmed in some studies, demonstrating that faster learning of
more mature learners cannot entirely cancel out effects of longer contact that is
achieved through an earlier formal start (Baumert et al. 2020; Mufioz 2006; Wil-
den and Porsch 2016, 2019). In Croatia, EFL learning unfolds through interactions
between formal, non-formal, and informal opportunities (Bogunovi¢ and Jel¢i¢
Colakovac 2019; Cergol Kovacevi¢ and Matijevi¢ 2015; Erk 2021; Josipovi¢ Smo-
jver 2007; Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢ and Geld 2003; Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢, Cergol
and Li 2006). Moreover, a long-term study on the influence of age on SLA con-
firmed longitudinal advantage of early EFL, from Grade 1, which was compared to
a later start in Grade 4, at the end of mandatory 8-year long primary education
(Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢ and Vilke 2000). The comparison of early (N=88) and late
beginners (N=98) on pronunciation and orthography, reading, lexical, grammar,
culture, and integrative tasks showed that early beginners outperformed late be-
ginners overall and on most tasks (except for grammar and English culture tasks).
The finding in this study is particularly significant, because the authors reported
that a high percentage of late beginners studied English non-formally. Hence, can
earlier non-formal EFL learning in a Croatian context ensure long—term benefits
for pre-primary beginners? After all, what is happening with FL acquisition at the
level of early childhood education and care (ECEC), globally and locally?

2.1. Foreign language acquisition at pre-primary age

Murphy et al. (2016) warned about the lack of systematic and reliable infor-
mation in the European Union on ECEC and the development of early multilin-
gualism. In 2011, the European Commission recommended the introduction of an
FL programme in ECEC institutions with the aim of activating children’s potential
for the development of multilingualism. Data from 2017 show that, on average,

3 Contact encompasses exposure and use of the FL language (Mufioz 2020).
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95.4% of children aged 4 participated in ECEC in EU countries (Europska komisija/
EACEA/Eurydice 2019). In institutions that implement programmes for teach-
ing FLs, the goals are set not only towards the development of FL competence, but
also on the development of linguistic awareness and intercultural understanding.
However, considerable diversity is found among EU member states in the organisa-
tion and teaching of FLs in ECEC (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice 2017).
Teaching FLs (mostly English) usually begins at primary level, at the age of six (for
example, Austria, France, Italy, and elsewhere), or later (for example, at age seven
in Denmark, age eight in Switzerland, and age nine in Hungary). In some coun-
tries, it is possible to start learning the first FL at different ages. Hence, teaching
English as an FL must start between the ages of six and twelve in the Netherlands
and between the ages of seven and ten in Sweden. Some countries have opted for
an earlier start. Poland introduced mandatory formal learning of EFL to all chil-
dren aged five in institutions of ECEC from 2015-2016 and lowered the starting
age to the third year of the child’s life in 2017. Similarly, formal learning of EFL
in Cyprus has been mandatory for all three-year-olds since September 2015. The
first FLis also learned as a compulsory subject from the age of three in four autono-
mous communities in Spain, and in other two communities from the age of four.
In the German part of Belgium, three-year-olds start learning French; however,
French is the second official language there, the same as English in Malta, which
is mandatory from the age of five. Clearly, required FL learning in ECEC is a less
frequent phenomenon in EU countries, but there is a tendency to lower the age of
onset, as already established at the global level (Rixon 2013). Experts increasingly
warn about the lack of research on the outcomes of pre-primary programmes of
FL learning (Mourio and Loureng¢o 2015; Murphy and Evangelou 2016) and about
divided opinions on the benefits of their introduction to children in ECEC (Mur-
phy et al. 2016; Rixon 2013). However, in countries where EFL learning starts at
the primary level, private and state-funded ECEC providers offer FL learning pro-
grammes from the earliest age, and parents pay extra for them (Edelenbos et al.
2006; Rixon 2013). This earlier beginning of FL learning is enabled via courses with
modest time allocation (mostly one to two school hours per week) and attended by
children of different ages and abilities, which renders comparisons unsuitable. As
an illustration, FL projects in Portugal set up by state-funded and private ECEC
providers are most often conducted with three-year olds, once a week, from 30 to
45 minutes, but there are also bilingual projects in which children are exposed to
EFL on a daily basis, mainly for an hour (Mouréo and Ferreirinha 2016). Further,
in the neighbouring Slovenia, an FL (predominantly English) is offered at the pre—
primarylevel as anon-formal afternoon activity with additional payment required
(Vidmar et al. 2017), and Brumen (2011) points out that the programmes imple-
mented are diverse and carried out by professionals of heterogenous profiles. In
settings where children are exposed to an FL once or twice a week, the language
contact available is restricted, modest, and generally reduced to the language in-
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put provided by only one teacher whose language competence may be questionable
(Johnstone 2018). Consequently, in some European countries, there is an increase
in the number of bilingual kindergarten programmes directed at early develop-
ment of bilingualism (de Houwer 2011; Kersten and Rohde 2015; Van Gorp and
Moos 2014), which means that they differ greatly in quantity, quality, and diversity
of contact with the TL from FL courses for children of kindergarten age. In bilingual
programmes, everything is done in two languages following the principle of one
teacher—one language, and the pre-school teachers are either native speakers or
possess native speaker competence, which is extremely important for credibility of
modelling the TL and culture (Kersten and Rhode 2015).

In Croatian primary schools, the first FL, mainly English, has been a manda-
tory subject since the 2003/2004 school year, hence early FL learning refers to the
pupils in Grades 1 to 4 who usually have English language lessons twice a week
(2x45 minutes). They are taught by non—native English teachers, and instruction
is organized around state-mandated textbooks that follow a nationally prescribed
EFL syllabus. At the pre—primarylevel, the EFL is taught mostly in urban areas and
mainly on a language course (twice a week, each lesson 45 minutes long), which
is implemented through certified FL schools and paid separately by the parents.
There is also a possibility of attending Helen Doron school once a week in one of
29 centres in Croatia. According to the report by the Croatian Bureau of Statistics
(2019), 9% of children in ECEC attended a low—-intensity English language course
(twice a week) at the beginning of the 2018/2019 pedagogic year. Only 2% of chil-
dren attended a bilingual programme in English and Croatian. As already men-
tioned, we are not familiar with research on short or long-term outcomes of these
programmes on a global or local (Croatian) scale.

The unbalanced offer of FL programmes at the pre-primary level contributes
to inequality in education (Brumen 2011; Enever and Moon 2009), and due to the
lack of evidence that justifies earlier initiation of multilingual development in con-
texts where the new language is foreign, it is necessary to learn about the effective-
ness of an earlier, pre-primary start of FL acquisition. The study that follows is a
longitudinal study on the effects of earlier (pre-primary) and early (primary) starts
of organised and structured FL learning during the initial stages of EFL develop-
mentin younglearnersin Croatia.

3. Research methodology

3.1. Rationale, aims and research questions

The popular belief in the earlier, the better, parental pressure, and findings of
SLA research on the association between age and better proficiency in the long run
achieved in TL settings have resulted in moving the age at the start of FL learn-
ing to pre—primary level. The research presented in the current paper was therefore
meant to obtain insight into the outcomes of earlier (pre-primary) and early (pri-
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mary) learning of EFL in Croatia. It contributes to discussions on the role of age in
the process of SLA by exploring the relationship between very young and young
learners’ EFL achievement. Accordingly, the study addresses the following research
questions:

1. Is there a long—term relationship between age and achievement on tasks
of language reception and production in early EFL development of very
young and young learners in Croatia?

2. Is there a significant difference in the achievement of learners with differ-
entlength (number of years) of EFL instruction? In other words,

a) do very younglearners develop longitudinally better comprehension of
EFL than younglearners?
b) do very younglearners achieve better regarding lexical production?

Based on the findings of research on the relationship between early age and
formal learning of EFL, we assumed that beginning to learn English at the start of
primary school (Grade 1) would ensure successful language development of Croa-
tian young learners and that they would not lag behind very young learners of EFL
inthelongrun.

3.2. Sample

The convenient sample of participants in this study comes from a sample of
participants (N = 175) in the five-year-long project of the Croatian Science Foun-
dation: Problem behaviours in elementary school-aged children: The role of executive
functioning, individual, familial and genetic factors (ECLAT)4.

Participants N Gradel Grade 3
Girls 72 70 69
49% 50% 50%
Boys 75 71 70
51% 50% 50%
Total 147 141 139

Table 1. Distribution of participants by gender at the end of Grades 1 and 3

The number of children in this study is different from the Project participants,
as the children who began learning German as their first FL in primary school could
not be included. Hence, a total of 147 children with an average age of 8.21 (SD =
0.62) at the end of Grade 1 and 10.33 (SD = 0.59) at the end of Grade 3 participated
in the study. The number of boys and girls was balanced, but its longitudinal nature
affected the number of participants tested after Grades 1 and 3 (Table 1). Eight par-

4 TP-2016-06-3917, head of the project: Silvija Rucevi¢, PhD, Associate Professor. Details of the representa-
tive sample obtained through the multi-stage random sampling procedure with children born between May
2009 and May 2010 are provided in Vuckovi¢ et al. (2020).
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ticipants performed the task at the end of Grade 1 but not the tasks at the end of
Grade 3. There were six new participants at the end of Grade 3. All of these children
live in a Croatian town with a population of a little over 100,000 people. They at-
tended 16 different kindergartens, and, later, 17 different primary state-funded
schools in different parts of town. Hence, a preliminary statistical analysis was
conducted to check the suitability of the planned comparisons. No statistically sig-
nificant differences were found between very young and young EFL learners with
reference to their parents’ self-perceived socio-economic status, the level of ma-
ternal education, and the level of paternal education. There were also no significant
gender—related differences in this respect.

Ninety very young learners (64%) were taught EFL before school. Their age
spanned from 2 years and 11 months to 7 years. Fifty—one young learners (36%)
whobegan learning EFL upon arrival at school were 6 years and 3 months to 7 years
and 8 monthsold.

Variables N %

FL coursein ECEC 69 77

Type of non-formal EFL. | FL courseinan FL school 13 14
learning before school bilingual programme in ECEC 1 0.01
different types combined 7 0.08

. ; c : once aweek 17 19

praencronen 6 oo oo | 75
three or more times a week 6 0.07

Number of flearni ! = =

mbstyenofianing | 9 | e

3-4 9 10

Table 2. Descriptive data about very young learners (N=90)5

In the town where the study was conducted, kindergartens are run by the cen-
tral ECEC institution which gives an exclusive right to one FL school to organize
the EFL courses for their children. This was favourable for the design of the present
study since the similarity of teaching approach and classroom practices (focus on
aural skills and vocabulary development in communicatively—oriented activities)
was ensured for most of the pre-primary beginners. Table 2 shows that the major-
ity of the very young participants (77%) attended organized EFL classes in these
kindergartens. Their EFL courses are delivered by teachers with a minor in English
or specialist English teachers who underwent induction training in teaching Eng-

5  Since parents of very early and early beginners completed the same questionnaire, questions about the de-
tails of EFL learning prior to school were not made mandatory. Thus, some answers were missing and the
sum of answers per each variable does not always match the total number of very young learners.
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lish to very young learners; include 60 English language lessons in one year (45—
minutes eachlesson); and rely on textbook use (i.e., Cookie and Friends and Pockets).
A much smaller number of the participantsé took an EFL course in an FL school
(14%), whereas only one child (0.01%) attended a bilingual programme. Seven
children (0.08%) took part in a combination of different types of non—-formal EFL
learning over the years. The EFL instruction was most often implemented twice a
week in the form of 45-minute lessons (75%), much less frequently once a week
(19%), and six of the pre—primary learners (0.07%) were taught the EFL more than
twice a week. The very young participants attended non—formal classes most fre-
quently over a period of two years (65%), less frequently over one year (24%), and
rarely over a period of three to four years (10%).

Due to heterogeneous characteristics of the very young learners of the EFL
group, comparisons excluded those learners who attended several different types
of pre-school English (N=7), those who had EFL classes more than twice a week
(N=6), the learner who attended a bilingual kindergarten programme, and the
small group of very young learners who started learning English three to four years
before school (N=9). Thus, group comparisons were run on the subsample of 131
very young and young learners.

3.3. Language tasks

The listening comprehension skills of the young participants were examined
because they are essential for FL development (Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢ 2019). To
this end, listening comprehension tasks developed through the project ELLiE were
used (http://www.ubgral.com/ellie-research-instruments.html). The listening
task at the end of Grade 1 was turned into digital audio-visual format. On a tablet,
participants selected one of three illustrations for each task item (19 items alto-
gether) that matched what they could hear twice from a recording played in Eng-
lish. In the ELLIE listening task used at the end of Grade 3, participants listened
twice to short exchanges (question—-and—answer) in English (16 items). While look-
ing at the picture of a family of five in a room where different family members per-
form various activities, participants marked each exchange as correct (tick/plus) or
incorrect (cross/minus) in a table provided next to the picture. On both occasions,
two sample items were done with the examiner before the participants would start
working on the task.

As earlylearning of FLs puts an emphasis on vocabulary acquisition, regarding
words as building blocks in the process of SLA (Milton 2009), a verbal fluency task
was administered to measure lexical knowledge at the end of Grade 3. Verbal fluen-
cy tasks are used to measure verbal ability, including lexical knowledge and lexical
retrieval ability as well as examine the impact of bilingualism on cognition (e.g., Ar-

6  Ten participants took the EFL course at the same FL school that runs the courses at kindergartens because
the number of children interested in an EFL course in their kindergarten was not large enough to form a

group.
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dilaetal. 2019).In one minute, participants generated as many unique English words
as possible for animals, a topic taught in both formal and non—formal EFL courses.
The participants’ production was recorded, transcribed, and scored by awarding
points for each correctly named animal. Points were not awarded for repeated ani-
mals or different word forms (singular and plural) for animals already mentioned.

3.4. Procedure and data analysis

Research ethical approval and written parental consent for child participation
in the project were obtained (Vuckovi¢ et al. 2020). Three examiners following an
agreed—upon and uniform procedure participated in the implementation of the
tasks, which took place during summer of 2017 and 2019. Data about the pre—pri-
mary non-formal EFL learning was collected through a detailed, electronically ad-
ministered survey completed by the participants’ parents at the end of grades 1 and
3. The response rate to this survey was 96%.

The data were analysed with the statistical package SPSS v.20. The verification
of the distribution of results and homogeneity of variance on the language tasks
showed that they met the criteria for parametrical statistical procedures (Howell
2012; Kline 2010). In agreement with these findings, correlational analysis was
complemented by analysis of variance (ANOVA).

4. Results

Results of the statistical analyses are presented in the order of the research
questions asked.

4.1. Correlation between age and language tasks at the end of Grades 1 and
3 at primary level

Correlational analysis was conducted with the purpose of determining if there
was an association between the participants’ age in months at the start of instruct-
ed EFL and results achieved on FL comprehension and production tasks. Numbers
next to task types in Table 3 stand for the grade level at which they were adminis-
tered. At the same time, these numbers are identical to the number of formal years
of EFLlearningin school.

Language task M (SD) Age (months)
1 |listening comprehension 1 15.58 (2.571) -.220**
listening comprehension 3 14.12(2.335) -.143
3 |lexical production 3 9.86 (3.568) —.256**

*p<.01

Table 3. Correlation between learners’ age and language comprehension and
production tasks at the start of instructed EFL learning (N=140)
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Statistically significant correlations were found between a younger age of EFL
start and better achievement on a listening comprehension task 1 [#(137) = -,22,
p =.010] and lexical production task 3 [r(107) = -,26, p = .008]. The long-term as-
sociation between earlier age and listening comprehension was insignificant after
three years of formal EFL learning.

4.2. Differences in achievement of very young and young EFL learners on
receptive and productive language tasks

The data collected about years of learning EFL before school enabled compari-
sons of results between very young and young learners (Table 4). The descriptive
data about the result of different groups on the achievement tasks show that the
very young learners who learned English two years before coming to school did
slightly better than the other groups of learners. However, a one-way analysis of
variance revealed no statistically significant difference in the results of these groups
on the listening comprehension 1 (p = .161), listening comprehension 3 (p = .427),
and lexical production tasks (p = .436).

o Listening comprehension 1
Beginning of EFL study -

N Min Max M (SD)
in school 47 10 19 14.85(2.476)
1year before school 22 7 19 15.50(2.739)
2 years before school 59 8 19 15.80(2.483)

L Listening comprehension 3
Beginning of EFL study -

N Min Max M (SD)
inschool 46 6 16 13.74(2.516)
1year before school 22 7 16 13.86(2.356)
2 years before school 55 4 16 14.35(2.343)

o Lexical production 3
Beginning of EFL study -

N Min Max M (SD)
in school 35 2 17 9.11(3.160)
1 year before school 18 3 14 9.50(3.222)
2 years before school 47 5 20 10.06(3.467)

Table 4. Descriptive statistics for the results on the achievement tasks at the end of
grades 1 and 3 (N=131) for groups with different years of EFL study

In summary, the relationship between age and achievement on the language
tasks was significant on two language tasks, and the correlation was missing on one
language task. Further statistical analysis revealed that a very early beginning of
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EFL learning had no significant influence on pre-primary and primary beginners’
performance on the language tasks administered after one and three years of for-
mal instruction in mainstream education.

5. Discussion

In Croatian primary schools, the first FL, usually English, is taught as a man-
datory school subject from Grade 1. Do Croatian children achieve better in school
if they start learning EFL before they enter compulsory education and thanks to
their pre-primary experience with English instruction? This is a question of great
importance, as the answer not only provides a better understanding of the issue at
hand that will help us determine the optimal starting age in settings of limited con-
tact with the TL, but it can also contribute to uncovering the significance of other
factors affecting the trajectory of FL development. In addition, parents who cannot
afford to pay fees for EFL courses at the pre—primary level or who live in settings
where pre—primary EFL learning opportunities are unavailable may feel that their
children are unfairly deprived of the experience and that their child will lag behind
pre—primary learners once they begin learning English in school?. So, does the ear-
lier (pre-primary) learning of EFL lead to better results in the long term than the
early (primary) learning, and are the children who start English in school at a disad-
vantage in the Croatian context of EFL acquisition? We believe that the findings of
our study refute this and bring into question the rationale behind pre-primary EFL
in low-intensity courses.

One hundred and forty-seven children who started EFL learning before com-
ing to school or upon school entry were tested on language reception (listening
comprehension) after one and three years of formal EFL (Grades 1 and 3 in the
Croatian education system). They were also tested on lexical production (retrieval
of English words on a semantic category) after three years of EFLlearning in school.
The correlation between age at start (in months) and the listening comprehension
result was statistically significant after Grade 1 and insignificant after Grade 3. An-
other significant association was established for age at start of EFL learning and
lexical production task. These results led us to believe that starting EFL earlier in
the Croatian education system would ensure benefits that would reflect themselves
on the earlier starters’ achievement. However, group comparisons revealed that
learning English for a year or two at pre—primary level failed to lead to better out-
comes longitudinally, both after one and three years of (more) English in school.
More precisely, very young learners with four or five years of EFL and young learn-
ers with three years of EFL learning experience did equally well in our study, failing
to provide evidence for the superiority of an earlier start. The finding about signifi-
cant association between age and achievement and the lack of significance in group

7 Actually, this would contradict recommendations of the European Commission (Europska komisija/ EACEA
/ Eurydice 2019) which emphasise that investment in ECEC is useful when inclusive and equally accessible
toall.
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comparisons based on the length of learning provides support for treatment of age
as avariable that, on its own, cannot explain FL progress in settings of low TL con-
tact unless its interactions with other factors are examined, as already explained
(see section 2.). The reasons for the lack of along-lasting impact of an earlier start
onlearners’ development can be sought in several important learner-internal and
learner—external factors. On one hand, very young learners in Croatia continue
EFLlearning with young learners, that is, from scratch, and, in this way, may be de-
prived of potential progress they could have made if they had continued where they
left off at the pre-primarylevel instead of returning to the start. Inadequate transi-
tion from lower to upper grades of primary school and the lack of continuity have
already been recognized as problematic and a possible cause for the lack of the ex-
pected effect of early FL learning (Baumert et al. 2020; Bolster et al. 2004; Nikolov
and Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢ 2019). Consequently, it is quite likely that the same phe-
nomenon was at play in our study. On the other hand, Croatian children of kinder-
garten age encounter English mostly during two 45-minute lessons per week. Their
attention capacities are limited, and they are exposed, as a rule, to different topics
of interest in their first/native language outside of kindergarten (child-directed
multimedia in Croatia is dubbed). Moreover, at kindergarten age, children learn
quickly but also forget quickly when frequent repetition and high—intensity expo-
sure to a new language is not provided (Rokita 2007). This means that young learn-
ers have a developmental advantage over very young learners. Therefore, it is logi-
cal to question what can be rightfully expected from this very young population in
the domain of linguistic development in an FL. For a long time, it has been high-
lighted that the minimal drip—feed exposure over two school lessons a week is a
form of insufficient contact with an FL and that it cannot lead to the development
of high-level FL skills (e.g., Collins and White 2012; Larson—Hall 2008; Piske 2007;
Spada and Lightbown 1989). It is the huge amounts of FL input which are consid-
ered necessary for along-term positive effect of an early SLA (Dekeyser 2000; Mu-
110z 2012). Thus, Pfenninger and Singleton (2019) conclude that early exposure toa
new language has proven useful only in the case of simultaneous bilingual and bilit-
eracy development with intensive parental support. In the sample of our study par-
ticipants, only one child attended a bilingual kindergarten. We believe that this is
where future research on the effectiveness of EFL study should turn to in FL envi-
ronments of limited contact. The profile of practitioners to carry out such pro-
grammes is likely to emerge as problematic since they should possess the proficien-
cy of a native speaker for children to benefit from the programme (Kersten and
Rhode 2015). Currently, pre-primary teachers working in Croatian ECEC institu-
tions that offer bilingual programmes need to present proof of B2 level language
proficiency, which we find inadequate, and it is an imperative to investigate if these
programmes ensure high—-quality language input, i.e., the core requirement for op-
timal FL development. Nonetheless, very young learners first/native language de-
velopment requires careful attention, too, as the (significance of ) impact of interac-
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tions that arise between languages at phonological, lexical, or syntactical level
when FLis introduced at very early age are still unknown. Since longer FL learning
aims to contribute not only to linguistic development but also the development of a
positive attitude towards FLs and cultures, better understanding and tolerance,
motivation, language awareness and intercultural competence of pre—primary be-
ginners should be explored in comparison to primary learners. Surely, this should
be done in alongitudinal study because an earlier start can lead to changes in moti-
vation that are not always positive (Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢ and Nikolov 2019;
Nikolov 2016; Pfenninger and Singleton 2019). Encouraging are the results of the
study by Brumen (2011) in which she interviewed 120 children aged 4-6 about
their experience of FL learning and motivation to learn. The children were posi-
tively oriented and intrinsically motivated because they enjoyed the learning pro-
cess, had a positive attitude towards FL and culture, and were satisfied with their
progress. The author concluded thatlearning which is fun and intellectually stimu-
latingleads to feelings of satisfaction and personal success. She stressed the impor-
tance of developing and maintaining intrinsic motivation at kindergarten age. Af-
fective development of very young learners was not the focus of this study, but we
recognize that it should be addressed in future studies with pre—primary and pri-
mary beginners, as this is where explanations could be found for associations be-
tween age and achievement. In addition, learners who started learning English
three or four years before school were excluded from group comparisons in the pre-
sent study due to a small group size. The question that remains unanswered is
whether this longer experience with learning English at the pre—primary level can
activate children’s very early potential for multilingual development (Edelenbos
and Kubanek 2009), leading to significant differences between earlier and early be-
ginners. Nonetheless, it is important to notice that the FL context of the partici-
pants failed to adequately support their EFL development in the long run. Conse-
quently, it would be interesting and relevant to conduct research about the effi-
ciency of teaching other FLs in the Croatian context (Italian, German and French)
and, hopefully, overcome the limitations of this study. They relate primarily to the
sample size and the number of tasks administered. The participants’ age and the
fact that these learners are at the initial stages of their FL development imposed
certain limitations on the duration of testing and the selection of language tasks.
Additionally, the children were brought to the research site, and the testing con-
ducted for the purposes of the project ECLAT was extensive. Consequently, the se-
lection of tasks was determined by these circumstances, resulting in a limited
amount of time allocated to their implementation. Next, pronunciation of very
young and young learners could not be compared as the participants produced dif-
ferent animals words, but looking into this component of FL development would be
an endeavour worth the attention of researchers. In that case, data on EFL teachers’
pronunciation skills and a qualitative research design would probably provide inter-
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esting results as important relationship has been established in research on teach-
ers’ English language competence and learners’ outcomes (e.g., Graham et al. 2017).

We find practical implications of the study at hand extremely important. There
are parents unable to provide for their children’s earlier learning of an FL at kin-
dergarten age because they live in small and/or rural settings where such oppor-
tunities are rare. They may also be unable to provide this resource due to financial
reasons, so they may justifiably wonder whether their children are deprived of
equal opportunities in comparison to other children. The findings of the study de-
scribed here clearly suggest differently. Likewise, the findings are directly relevant
in shaping social, especially parental, expectations related to the FL development
of young children. Knowledge of English as capital and investment in the future of
one’s offspring is certainly a logical parental response to globalisation, but aware-
ness of empirically established facts different from popular and impressionist ideas
is important for all involved in the process of FLs acquisition, including children,
parents, teachers, national language policy makers, and authorities responsible for
its implementation. Moreover, early FL learning is connected to thoughtful and
planned long-term investments in educational infrastructure (ECEC institutions,
tertiary education, and institutions in charge of lifelong learning and continuous
professional development). Hence, it is crucial to know about the (lack of) verifica-
tion for pre-primary EFL effectiveness.

6. Conclusions

How early is early enough to startlearning EFL for optimal development in the
local/Croatian context when we are aware that FL contexts fail to provide the same
affordances as TL environments, that FL contexts vary (see Mufioz et al. 2018), and
that different FLs have different status, all of which can have a significant impact
on the process of SLA? As mentioned above, in some European countries, research
systematically shows that an early start in school does not automatically ensure
faster and better progress of young learners. In other words, long—term benefits of
an early start are hardly reaped in the contexts of limited TL contact. The dominant
type of pre-primary delivery of EFL in Croatia (through low-intensity FL fee—pay-
ing courses) contributes to alack of equal education for all as learners who have and
have not studied English at the pre-primary level are placed together in the same
FL classroom in Grade 1. At the moment, there is no evidence to confirm that the
low-intensity EFL programmes at pre-primary age lead to alasting positive impact
on EFL acquisition in Croatia. Neither can we answer the question about the opti-
mal age to start, because not enough is known about programmes implemented
with ECEC children and how they relate to the fact that the transition to primary
level and continuity of learning are not ensured. However, awareness of the devel-
opmental limitations of children in early childhood, the fact that FLislearned in an
environment which is clearly monolingual, and the findings of our research point
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to the conclusion that the local circumstances of EFL study failed to lead to signifi-
cant gains for very early learners of EFL in comparison to young learners. The fun-
damental problem behind the discrepancy between common beliefs about earlier
= better and empirical reality seems to be in the unrecognized and insufficiently
explored role of thelocal context and its affordances for SLA. Fortunately, it seems
that we are on the way to explain this disparity.

Acknowledgements

The authors thank the anonymous reviewers for their useful comments and
suggestions. The authors also wish to thank other members of the project ECLAT
(IP-2016-06-3917) for their technical support and contribution in carrying out
theresearch.

References

Ardila,Alfredo,MénicaRosselli,AlexandraOrtega, MerikeLang,and ValeriaL. Torres(2019).
Oral and written language abilities in young Spanish/English bilinguals. International
Journal of Bilingualism 23(1): 296-312, https://doi.org/10.1177/1367006917720089

Baumert, Jirgen, Johanna Fleckenstein, Michael Leucht, Olaf Kéller, and Jens Moéller
(2020). The long-term proficiency of early, middle, and late starters learning English as
aforeign language at school: A narrative review and empirical study. Language Learning
70:1091-1135, https://doi.org/10.1111/lang.12414

Bogunovi¢, Irena, and Jasmina Jel¢i¢ Colakovac (2019). Uloga neformalnih aktivnosti u
nenamjernom usvajanju jezika: povezanost uporabe jezika i jezicnog znanja. Flumien-
sia 31 (2): 181-199, https://doi.org/10.31820/£.31.2.15

Bolster, Allison, Christine Balandier-Brown, and Pauline Rea-Dickins (2004). Young learn-
ers of modern foreign languages and their transition to the secondary phase: a lost
opportunity? The Language Learning Journal 30(1): 35-41,
https://doi.org/10.1080/09571730485200211

Brumen, Mihaela (2011). The perception of and motivation for foreign language learning in
pre-school. Early Child Development and Care 181(6): 717-732,
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2010.485313

Cergol Kovacevi¢, Kristina, and Milan Matijevi¢ (2015). Informalno u¢enje i samoprocjene
studenata o utjecaju medija na njihovo ovladavanje engleskim jezikom. Smaji¢, Du-
bravka, and Valentina Majdeni¢, eds. Dijeteijezik danas: dijeteimediji. Osijek: Sveuciliste
u Osijeku, U¢iteljski fakultet u Osijeku, 101-120

Collentine, Joseph, and Barbara F. Freed (2004). Learning context and its effect on second
language acquisition. Studies in Second Language Acquisition 26(2): 153-171,
https://doi.org/10.1017/50272263104262015

Collins, Laura, and Joanna White (2012). Closing the gap: Intensity and proficiency. Mu-
fioz, Carmen, ed. Intensive exposure experiences in second language learning. Bristol/Buf-
falo/Toronto: Multilingual Matters, 45-65,
https://doi.org/10.21832/9781847698063-006

157



M. Erk, S. Rucevi¢, Early English language acquisition: how early is early enough? - SL. 92, 141-163 (2021)

Council of Europe (2008). Council Resolution of 21 November 2008 on a European strategy
for multilingualism. Official Journal of the European Union C 320(1): 1-3.
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=0J:C:2008:320:0001:000
3:EN:PDF (25.9.2020.)

Council of Europe (2019). Council recommendation of 22 May 2019 on high—quality early
childhood education and care systems. Official Journal of the European Union C 189 (02).
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32019H0605(0
1)&from=EN (9.12.2019.)

Croatian Bureau of Statistics (CBS) (2019). Basic schools and kindergartens and other legal
entities implementing preschool education programmes: End of 2017/2018 and beginning
0f 2018/2019 school/pedagogic year (Statistical Reports 1642). Zagreb.
https://www.dzs.hr/Hrv_Eng/publication/2019/08-01-08_01_2019corr.htm
(9.6.2020.)

De Houwer, Annick (2011). Language input environments and language development in
bilingual acquisition. Applied Linguistics Review 2: 221-240,
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110239331.221

DeKeyser, Robert (2000). The robustness of critical period effects in second language acqui-
sition. Studies in Second Language Acquisition 22(4): 499-533,
https://doi.org/10.1017/50272263100004022

DeKeyser, Robert (2012). Interactions between individual differences, treatments, and
structures in SLA. Language Learning 62(s2): 189-200,
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9922.2012.00712.x

Edelenbos, Peter, Richard Johnstone, and Angelika Kubanek (2006). The main pedagogical
principles underlying the teaching of languages to very young learners: Languages for the chil-
dren of Europe; Published Research, Good Practice & Main Principles (Final Report of the
EAC 89/04, Lot 1 study). Bruxelles: European Commission. https://ec.europa.eu/as-
sets/eac/languages/policy/language-policy/documents/young_en.pdf (27.8.2013.)

Edelenbos, Peter, and Angelika Kubanek (2009). Early foreign language learning: Published
research, good practice and main principles. Nikolov, Marianne, ed. The age factor and
early language learning. Mouton de Gruyter, 39-58,
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110218282.39

Ellis, Nick C., and Stefanie Wulff (2015). Usage—based approaches to SLA. VanPatten, Bill,
and Jessica Williams, eds. Theories of second language acquisition. New York and Lon-
don: Routledge, 75-93

Enever, Janet (2005). Europeanisation or globalisation in eatly start EFL trends across Eu-
rope? Gnutzmann, Claus, and Frauke Intemann, eds. The globalisation of English and the
English language classroom. Tubingen: Gunter Narr Verlag, 177-192

Enever, Janet, and Jayne Moon (2009). New global contexts for teaching Primary ELT:
Change and challenge. Enever, Janet, Jayne Moon, and Uma Raman, eds. Young Learn-
er English Language Policy and Implementations: International Perspectives, Reading, UK:
Garnet Education: British Council, 5-21

Erk, Mirna (2021). Diversity in EELL: Matters of context and contact. Rokita—Jaskow,
Joanna, and Agata Wolanin, eds. Facing diversity in child foreign language education.
Springer, https://www.springer.com/gp/book/9783030660215

158



M. Erk, S. Rucevi¢, Early English language acquisition: how early is early enough? - SL. 92, 141-163 (2021)

European Commission (2011). Language learning at pre-primary level: making it efficient and
sustainable — A policy handbook.
https://ec.europa.eu/education/sites/education/files/document-library—docs/ear-
ly-language-learning-handbook_en.pdf (1. 6.2020.)

European Commission/ EACEA / Eurydice (2017). Key Data on Teaching Languages at School
in Europe — 2017 Edition (Eurydice Report). Luxembourg: Publications Office of the Eu-
ropean Union.
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/key—data-teaching-
languages—school-europe-%E2%80%93-2017—-edition_en (23.9.2020.)

Europska komisija / EACEA / Eurydice (2019). Klju¢ni podaci o ranom i predskolskom odgoju i
obrazovanju u Europi - izdanje 2019. g. (Izvje$cée Eurydicea). Luksemburg: Ured za pub-
likacije Europske unije.
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication—-detail/-/publication/73ac5ebd-473e-11e7-
aea8-0laa75ed71al/language-hr/format-PDF (23.9.2020.)

Flege, James E. (2009). Give input a chance! Piske, Thorsten, and Martha Young-Scholten,
eds. Input mattersin SLA. Clevedon, UK: Multilingual Matters, 175-190,
https://doi.org/10.21832/9781847691118

Garcia Mayo, Maria del Pilar, and Maria L. Garcia Lecumberri (2003). Introduction. Garcia
Mayo, Maria del Pilar, and Maria L. Garcia Lecumberri, eds. Age and the Acquisition of
English as a Foreign Language. Bristol: Multilingual Matters, vi—xi

Graham, Suzanne, Louise Courtney, Theodoros Marinis, and Alan Tonkyn (2017). Early
language learning: The impact of teaching and teacher factors. Language Learning
64(4): 922-958, https://doi.org/10.1111/lang. 12251

Howell, David C. (2012). Statistical Methods for Psychology. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, Cen-
gage Learning

Johnstone, Richard (2018). Languages policy and English for younglearners in early educa-
tion. Garton, Sue, and Fiona Copland, eds. The Routledge Handbook of Teaching English
to Young Learners. Oxford: Routledge, 13-29

Josipovi¢ Smojver, Visnja (2007). Listening comprehension and Croatian learners of Eng-
lish as a foreign language. Metodika 8(14): 137-147

Kersten, Kristin, and Andreas Rohde (2015). Immersion teaching in English with young
learners. Bland, Janice, ed. Teaching English to young learners: Critical issues in language
teaching with 3-15 year olds. Bloomsbury, 71-90

Kline, Rex B. (2010). Principles and practice of structural equation modeling. New York: Guil-
ford Press

Lambelet, Amelia, and Raphael Berthele (2015). Age and foreign language learning in school.
Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan. https://doi.org/ 10.1057/9781137525901

Larson-Hall, Jenifer S. (2008). Weighing the benefits of studying a foreign language at
a younger age in a minimal input situation. Second Language Research 24(1): 35-63,
https://doi.org/10.1177/0267658307082981

Lenneberg, Eric (1967). Biological Foundations of Language. New York: Wiley

Lichtman, Karen (2013). Developmental comparisons of implicit and explicit language
learning. Language Acquisition 20(2): 93-108,
https://doi.org/10.1080/10489223.2013.766740

159



M. Erk, S. Rucevi¢, Early English language acquisition: how early is early enough? - SL. 92, 141-163 (2021)

Lichtman, Karen (2016). Age and learning environment: Are children implicit second lan-
guage learners? Journal of Child Language 43(3): 707-730,
https://doi.org/10.1017/5S0305000915000598

Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢, Jelena (2019). Slusanje. [Listening]. Vrhovac, Yvonne, Vedrana Ber-
lengi Kapusin, Jasenka Cengic’, Renata Geld, Andrea B. Jeli¢, Stela Letica Krevelj, San-
dra Mardesi¢, and Marija Liitze-Miculini¢, eds. Izazovi uéenja stranoga jezika u osnovnoj
skoli. Zagreb: Ljevak, 158-166

Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢, Jelena, Kristina Cergol, and Qingmin Li (2006). Utjecaj medija na
nenamjerno usvajanje engleskog vokabulara [Impact of media on incidental learning
of English vocabulary]. Grani¢, Jagoda, ed. Jezik i mediji - Jedan jezik : vise svjetova [Lan-
guage and the Media — One Language: Many Worlds] Split-Zagreb: HDPL, 445-452

Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢, Jelena, and Renata Geld (2003). English in Croatia today: Oppor-
tunities for incidental vocabulary acquisition. Studia Romanica et Anglica Zagrabiensia
47-48:335-352

Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢, Jelena, Marianne Nikolov, and Istvan Otté (2008). A comparative
study of Croatian and Hungarian EFL students. Language Teaching Research 12: 433—
452, https://doi.org/10.1177/1362168808089926

Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢, Jelena, and Marianne Nikolov (2019). Motivation of young learners
of foreign languages. Ryan, Stephen, Alastair Henry, Kata Csizer, and Martin Lamb,
eds. The Palgrave handbook of motivation for language learning. Cham: Palgrave Macmil-
lan, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-28380-3_25

Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovié, Jelena, and Mirjana Vilke (2000). Eight years after: Wishful think-
ing vs the facts of life. Moon, Jayne, and Marianne Nikolov, eds. Research into teaching
English to young learners. Pécs: University Press Pécs, 66-86

Milton, James (2009). Measuring second language vocabulary acquisition. Bristol/Buffalo/To-
ronto: Multilingual Matters, https://doi.org/10.21832/9781847692092

Mourdo, Sandie, and Sénia Ferreirinha (2016). Report: Early Language Learning in
Pre—primary Education in Portugal. Associagdo Portuguesa de Professores de Inglés.
https://www.appi.pt/activeapp/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Pre-primary-sur-
vey-report-July-FINAL-rev.pdf (1. 6. 2020.)

Mourio, Sandie, and Ménica Lourenco (2015). Introduction. Mourao, Sandie and Moénica

Lourenco, eds. Earlyyearssecondlanguage education: International perspectiveson theories
and practice. Abingdon: Routledge, 1-11, https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315889948

Mufioz, Carmen (2006). The effects of age on foreign language learning: the BAF project.
Murioz, Carmen, ed. Age and the rate of foreign language learning. Clevedon: Multilin-
gual Matters, 1-40, https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/ammO038

Murioz, Carmen (2012). Introduction. Mufioz, Carmen, ed. Intensive exposure experiences
in second language learning. Bristol/Buffalo/Toronto: Multilingual Matters, xiii-xix,
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijal. 12045

Muiioz, Carmen (2014). Contrasting effects of starting age and input on the oral perfor-
mance of foreign language learners. Applied Linguistics 35(4): 463-482,
https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/amu024

160



M. Erk, S. Rucevi¢, Early English language acquisition: how early is early enough? - SL. 92, 141-163 (2021)

Murioz, Carmen (2020). Boys like games and girls like movies. Age and gender differenc-
es in out—of-school contact with English. Revista Espariola de Lingiiistica Aplicada 33:
172-202, https://doi.org/10.1075/resla.18042.mun

Murioz, Carmen, Teresa Cadierno, and Isabel Casas (2018). Different starting points for
early foreign language learning: A comparative study with Danish and Spanish young
learners of English. Language Learning 68(4): 1076-1109,
https://doi.org/10.1111/lang.12309

Murioz, Carmen, and David Singleton (2011). A critical review of age-related research on
L2 ultimate attainment. Language Teaching 44(1), 1-35,
https://doi.org/10.1017/50261444810000327

Murphy, Victoria A. (2014). Second language learning in the early school years: Trends and con-
texts. Oxford University Press, https://doi.org/10.1111/ijal. 12116

Murphy, Victoria A., and Maria Evangelou (2016). Introduction. Murphy, Victoria A., and
Maria Evangelou, eds. Early childhood education in English to speakers of other languages.
London: British Council, 4-17.
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/article/early—-childhood-education-english-
speakersother-languages (7. 6. 2020.)

Murphy, Victoria A., Maria Evangelou, Jenny Goff, and Rebecca Tracz (2016). European per-
spectives on early childhood and care in English for speakers of otherlanguages. Murphy,
Victoria A., and Maria Evangelou, eds. Early childhood education in English to speakers of
other languages. London: British Council, 57-74,
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/article/early—childhood-education-english-
speakersother-languages (7. 6. 2020.)

Myles, Florence, and Rosamond Mitchell (2012). Learning French from ages 5,7, and 11: An
investigation into starting ages, rates and routes of learning amongst early foreign language
learners (ESRC End of Award Report, RES-062-23-1545). Swindon: ESRC

Nikolov, Marianne (2016). Trends, issues and challenges in assessing young language
learners. Nikolov, Marianne, ed. Assessing young learners of English: Global and local per-
spectives. Springer, 1-17, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-22422-0_1

Nikolov, Marianne, and Jelena Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢ (2019). Teaching young language
learners. Gao, Xuesong, ed. Second handbook of English language teaching. Springer,
577-599, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-02899-2_31

Pfenninger, Simone E. (2014). The misunderstood variable: Age effects as a function of
type of instruction. Studies in Second Language Learning and Teaching 4(3): 529-556,
https://doi.org/10.14746/ssl1t.2014.4.3.8

Pfenninger, Simone E., and David Singleton (2019). Making the most of an early L2 instruc-
tion. Journal of Language Teaching for Young Learners 1(2), 111-138,
https://doi.org/10.1075/1tyl.00009.pfe

Piske, Thorsten (2007). Implications of James E. Flege’s research for the foreign language
classroom. Bohn, Ocke-Schwen, and Murray J. Munro, eds. Language experience in sec-

ond language speech learning. In honor of James Emil Flege. Amsterdam: John Benjamins,
301-314

161



M. Erk, S. Rucevi¢, Early English language acquisition: how early is early enough? - SL. 92, 141-163 (2021)

Raz, Naftali, and Ulman Lindenberger (2013). Life-span plasticity of the brain and cogni-
tion: From questions to evidence and back. Neuroscience and Biobehavioral Reviews 37:
2195-2200, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2013.10.003

Rixon, Shelagh (2013). British Council Survey of Policy and Practice in Primary English Lan-
guage Teaching Worldwide. London: British Council
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/sites/teacheng/files/D120%20Survey%20
of%20Teachers%20to%20YLs_FINAL_Med_res_online.pdf (5.10.2020.)

Rokita, Joanna (2007). Lexical development in early L2 acquisition. Krakow: Pedagogical Uni-
versity Press

Rokita-Jaskow, Joanna (2013). Foreign language learning at pre—primary learning: parental
aspirations and educational practice. Krakow: Pedagogical University Press

Singleton, David (2005). The critical period hypothesis: A coat of many colours. International
Review of Applied Linguistics 43: 269-285, https://doi.org/10.1515/iral. 2005.43.4.269

Singleton, David, and Simone E. Pfenninger (2018a). L2 acquisition in childhood, adulthood
and old age: Misreported and under-researched dimensions of the age factor. Journal of
Second Language Studies 1(2): 254-275, https://doi.org/10.1075/js1s.00003.sin

Singleton, David, and Simone E. Pfenninger (2018b). The age debate: A critical overview.
Garton, Sue, and Fiona Copland, eds. The Routledge handbook of teaching English to
young learners. Oxford: Routledge, 30-43, https://doi.org/10.1075/jsls.00003.sin

Singleton, David and Lisa Ryan (2004). Language acquisition: The age factor. Clevedon: Mul-
tilingual Matters

Smith, Mark K. (2002). Informal, non-formal and formal education: a brief overview of
different approaches. The encyclopedia of pedagogy and informal education.
https://infed.org/mobi/informal-non-formal-and-formal-education-a-brief-
overview—of-some—different—approaches/ (9. 6. 2020.)

Spada, Nina, and Patsy M. Lightbown (1989). Intensive ESL programs in Quebec primary
schools. TESL Canada Journal 7: 11-32

Van Gorp, Koen, and Caroline Moons (2014). Creating rich language environments for
more than one language: A work in progress in Flemish childcare. European Journal of
Applied Linguistics 2(1): 53-78, https://doi.org/10.1515/eujal-2014-0007

Vidmar, Masa, Tina Rutar Leban, and Sonja Rutar (2017). Transitions from early childhood
education and care to primary education: OECD review of policies and practices for transi-
tions from ECEC to primary education (Country background report, Slovenia). Ljubljana:
Ministry of Education, Science and Sport: National Educational Institute Slovenia.
https://www.zrss.si/pdf/transitions-from-early—childhood-education.pdf(3.6.2020.)

Vuckovi¢, Sandra, Silvija Rucevi¢, and Marina Ajdukovié¢ (2020). Parenting style and prac-
tices and children’s externalizing behaviour problems: Mediating role of children’s ex-
ecutive functions. European Journal of Developmental Psychology.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17405629.2020.1768067

White, Lydia (2015). Linguistic theory, universal grammar, and second language acquisi-
tion. B. VanPatten, Bill, and Jessica Williams, eds. Theories of second language acquisi-
tion. New York and London: Routledge, 34-53

Wilden, Eva, and Raphaela Porsch (2016). Learning EFL from Year 1 or Year 3? A compara-
tive study on children’s EFL listening and reading comprehension at the end of primary

162



M. Erk, S. Rucevi¢, Early English language acquisition: how early is early enough? - SL. 92, 141-163 (2021)

education. Nikolov, Marianne, ed. Assessing young learners of English: Global and local
perspectives. Springer, 191-212, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-22422-0_8

Wilden, Eva, and Raphaela Porsch (2019). The impact of teaching quality and learning time
on primary EFL learners’ receptive proficiency. AILA Review 32: 160-177,
https://doi.org/10.1075/aila.00025.wil

Rano ovladavanje engleskim jezikom: koliko rano je dovoljno rano?

Od ranih 90-tih godina proslog stoljeca do danas svjedoci smo spustanja dobne granice za pocetak
formalnog ucenja inog jezika (drugog, stranog, novog) iako noviji pogledi na odnos dobi i inojezi¢nog
razvoja upucuju na problemati¢na uvjerenja i nepotvrdene dobrobiti ranijeg pocetka ulenja stranih
jezika (Baumert et al. 2020; Singleton i Pfenninger 2018a). Stovise, u Europskoj se uniji poti¢e uvodenje
programa ulenja stranog jezika djeci mladoj od 6 godina, na razini ranog i predskolskog odgoja (European
Commission 2011). Medutim, jako se malo zna o procesima, mehanizmima, ishodima i dugoro¢nim
ufincima ranijeg pocetka ucenja stranog jezika, u vrtickoj dobi. Stoga smo istrazili uspjeh djece mlade
gkolske dobi (N=147) u ovladavanju engleskim kao stranim jezikom s obzirom na dob na pocetku ucenja i
na duZinu izloZenosti organiziranom poucavanju. Ispitanici su u¢ili engleski formalno tijekom tri godine u
redovnoj nastavi, pri ¢emu je 91 dijete u¢ilo engleskiiuvrti¢u, prije dolaska u skolu. Testiranja su provedena
na kraju prvog i treceg razreda. Korelacijskom analizom utvrdena je statisti¢ki zna¢ajna povezanost dobi i
uspjeha na zadatku razumijevanja slusanjem na kraju prvog razreda, medutim, povezanost je izostala na
zadatku razumijevanja slu$anjem na kraju treceg razreda. Takoder, znacajna je povezanost dobi i leksicke
proizvodnje na kraju treceg razreda. Usporedba skupina ispitanika koji su udili engleski kao strani jezik
tijekom jedne ili dvije godine prije polaska u 8kolu i ispitanika koji su poéeli s u¢enjem u $koli nije pokazala
statisti¢ki znac¢ajnu razliku izmedu ovih skupina, §to znati da suispitanici koji su uéili engleskijezik tri, ¢etiri
ili pet godina postigli ujednaéen rezultat nakon tri godine ucenja u redovnoj nastavi. Nalazi istrazivanja
ukazuju na dugoro¢nu neudinkovitost predskolskog u¢enja engleskog jezika u podupiranju stranojezi¢nog
razvoja, ali istovremeno otvaraju vazna pitanja o ulozi sredine, kontinuiteta i intenziteta pou¢avanja u
procesu ovladavanja engleskim jezikom.

Keywords: very young learners, young learners, foreign language acquisition, English as a foreign

language
Kljuéne rije¢i: u¢enici vrticke dobi, mladi u¢enici, usvajanje ino jezika, engleski kao strani jezik
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