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Abstract

This review article explores the intricate relationship between mother language (L1) and second language (L2) acquisition, fo-
cusing on the theoretical frameworks that have shaped our understanding of this complex process. We delve into the historical
evolution of L1-L2 research, examining key theoretical perspectives such as transfer, interference, facilitation, and the critical
period hypothesis. Additionally, we explore the sociolinguistic and cultural factors that influence L1-L2 interactions, including
the impact of bilingualism on cognitive development and the role of language policy and education. Furthermore, we discuss indi-
vidual differences and learning strategies that shape L1-L2 acquisition, highlighting the importance of aptitude, motivation, and
self-directed learning. By synthesizing these theoretical frameworks, we aim to provide a comprehensive overview of the current
state of research on L1-L2 acquisition and offer insights for future directions in this field.
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1. Introduction

The acquisition of a second language (L2) is a multifaceted
process shaped by numerous factors, particularly the influence
of a learner’s first language (L1). The relationship between L1
and L2 is critical, as it can significantly impact both the learning
experience and outcomes. Research in applied linguistics and
second language acquisition (SLA) has extensively explored this
interplay, revealing that L1 can serve as both a resource and a
potential obstacle in L2 learning.

Key theories have emerged to explain how these interactions
occur, with scholars emphasizing aspects such as language
transfer, cognitive processes, and the role of social context. For
instance, the transfer theory posits that learners often draw upon
their L1 when acquiring L2, which can lead to both facilitation
and interference (Odlin). Furthermore, the impact of socio-
cultural factors cannot be understated, as learners’ motivations and
environments significantly influence their language acquisition
trajectories (Vygotsky).

This review article aims to provide a nuanced overview of the
principal theories and perspectives that inform our understanding

of L1-L2 interactions, thereby offering insights into effective
strategies for language teaching and learning.

2. Theoretical Frameworks

The early exploration of the interplay between a learner’s
first language (L1) and second language (L2) acquisition was
primarily centered around the transfer hypothesis. Proposed
by Corder in 1967, this hypothesis suggested that learners’ L1
knowledge could significantly influence their L2 learning, often
resulting in systematic errors. These errors were attributed to the
direct application of L1 structures and rules to the target language,
a phenomenon frequently referred to as “negative transfer” or
“interference” (Corder).

However, as research in the field of applied linguistics progressed,
scholars began to adopt a more nuanced perspective on the role of
L1 in L2 acquisition. Subsequent studies revealed that L1 could
also exert a positive influence, particularly for learners who exhibit
strong metalinguistic awareness—the ability to reflect on and
manipulate the structural features of language [1]. For instance,
learners with high metalinguistic skills are often better equipped
to understand abstract grammatical concepts and apply them in
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the context of a new language. This ability allows them to leverage
their existing linguistic knowledge to facilitate L2 learning, thus
demonstrating a “facilitative effect” of L1.

Moreover, research has shown that the relationship between L1
and L2 is not merely additive or subtractive; rather, it is dynamic
and context-dependent. Factors such as the linguistic similarity
between the two languages, the learner’s age, and the educational
environment play pivotal roles in shaping this interaction. For
example, bilingual learners who are exposed to both languages in
meaningful contexts are more likely to utilize their L1 to enhance
their understanding and use of L2, thereby creating a more
integrated linguistic framework.

In light of these findings, contemporary theories increasingly
emphasize the importance of understanding the complexities
of L1-L2 interactions. Researchers advocate for pedagogical
approaches that recognize the value of learners’ L1 as a resource,
encouraging educators to design curricula that leverage students’
existing language skills to support L2 acquisition [2].

The critical period hypothesis (CPH) proposes that there is a
biologically determined time window during which language
acquisition is most efficient [3]. While evidence for the CPH in L1
acquisition is mixed, its applicability to L2 acquisition remains a
topic of debate. Recent studies suggest that while early exposure to
an L2 may confer advantages, successful L2 acquisition is possible
at later ages, especially for learners with strong motivation and
exposure to the target language [4].

3. Sociolinguistic and Cultural Factors

Sociolinguistic and cultural factors are instrumental in shaping
the processes of first language (L1) and second language (L2)
acquisition. Research has increasingly demonstrated that
bilingualism not only enriches linguistic abilities but also has
profound cognitive benefits. Bialystok (2009) highlights that
bilingual individuals often exhibit enhanced executive functions,
which encompass skills such as problem-solving, cognitive
flexibility, and creativity [5,6]. These cognitive advantages
stem from the mental demands of managing two linguistic
systems, requiring learners to switch between languages, resolve
ambiguities, and apply metalinguistic awareness.

However, the positive effects of bilingualism are not uniform;
they can vary widely based on several key factors, including
the languages involved, the context in which they are used,
and individual learner differences. For instance, the cognitive
benefits associated with bilingualism may be more pronounced in
individuals who regularly use both languages in diverse contexts,
as opposed to those who may only use one language in limited
settings (Antoniou et al., 2016). Furthermore, individual traits such
as age, personality, and prior experiences with language learning
can also influence how sociolinguistic and cultural factors affect
language acquisition outcomes.

Language policy and education systems play a critical role in

this dynamic. Government initiatives that promote bilingualism
or multilingualism can create supportive environments for
L2 learning. For example, countries with strong educational
frameworks for language immersion programs often see higher
levels of proficiency in second languages among their populations
[7]. These policies can foster a culture of bilingualism that values
linguistic diversity and promotes sustained language use across
contexts.

Conversely, language policies that marginalize or suppress
minority languages can create significant barriers for L2 learners.
Such policies may lead to diminished use and prestige of minority
languages, which can adversely affect the identity and motivation
of bilingual learners. Research shows that when minority language
speakers feel their linguistic heritage is devalued, their confidence
and willingness to engage in language learning can suffer [8]. Thus,
the sociolinguistic environment significantly impacts learners’
motivation, identity formation, and overall success in acquiring a
second language.

4. Individual Differences and Learning Strategies

Individual differences among language learners significantly
impact the acquisition of a second language (L2). Key factors
such as aptitude, motivation, and personality traits create a diverse
landscape of learning experiences. Research suggests that learners
with a natural aptitude for language—often characterized by
phonetic discrimination and grammatical sensitivity—tend to
acquire L2 more swiftly and effectively. These innate abilities can
enhance the ease with which learners understand and produce the
new language, leading to quicker language proficiency.

However, aptitude alone does not determine success in L2
acquisition. Motivation is a critical factor that can drive learners
to overcome challenges and persist in their language studies.
According to Gardner (1985), motivation in language learning can
be divided into intrinsic and extrinsic forms. Intrinsic motivation,
where learners engage with the language out of personal interest
or enjoyment, often correlates with higher levels of engagement
and success. Conversely, extrinsic motivation, which includes
external rewards such as grades or recognition, can also encourage
learners but may not sustain long-term commitment if the rewards
diminish.

Personality traits also play a crucial role in language acquisition.
Learners who exhibit traits such as openness to experience and
extroversion tend to engage more readily in social interactions,
which can facilitate authentic communication in the target
language (Dornyei, 2005). These traits not only influence learners’
willingness to practice speaking and listening but also affect their
ability to navigate social contexts in which the L2 is used. For
instance, extroverted learners may feel more comfortable seeking
out conversations with native speakers, thereby gaining valuable
exposure and practice.

Effective learning strategies are equally important in fostering
successful L2 acquisition. Learners who actively engage with
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the target language—through practices such as reading, writing,
and conversing—tend to achieve better outcomes. Research
indicates that utilizing a variety of learning strategies, including
mnemonic devices, self-testing, and immersive experiences,
enhances retention and comprehension. For example, actively
seeking opportunities for authentic communication, such as
language exchange programs or conversational practice with
native speakers, can provide learners with practical contexts to
apply their skills and improve fluency.

Moreover, the adaptability of learning strategies to individual
preferences can enhance their effectiveness. Strategies that align
with learners’ cognitive styles—whether visual, auditory, or
kinesthetic—can make the learning experience more engaging
and productive. By allowing learners to select and tailor their
approaches based on their unique strengths, educators can foster
a more personalized and effective language learning environment.

In summary, individual differences in aptitude, motivation, and
personality traits, along with the adoption of effective learning
strategies, play vital roles in L2 acquisition. Acknowledging and
addressing these factors can help educators design more effective
language programs that cater to diverse learner needs and maximize
their potential for success.

5. Conclusion

The relationship between L1 and L2 acquisition is complex
and multifaceted. While early research focused on the negative
effects of L1 transfer, more recent studies have highlighted the
potential facilitative role of the mother language. Sociolinguistic
and cultural factors, as well as individual differences and learning
strategies, also significantly influence L2 acquisition.

Future research should continue to explore the intricate interplay
between L1 and L2, considering the diverse range of factors that
influence language learning. By deepening our understanding
of L1-L2 interactions, we can develop more effective language
teaching and learning methodologies.
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