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Background, Rationale and Problem



Survey + Close interview with teachers               63.7 % claim that they are 

“too old to learn English”  



Research Questions 

• How old is “too old”?

• Can an adult learn a foreign language?

• Are there any advantages of being OLD when learning 

a new language? (from a neuroscience perspective).

• How can these neuroscience findings be implemented 

in the context of training University lecturers to use 

EMI?



The Brain plasticity and Adult learners 

• Brain plasticity plays a fundamental role in brain function, enabling humans to     

learn new skills, acquire knowledge, and adapt to our ever-changing environment.

• Contrary to the long-held belief that the brain's development ends in early             

childhood, research has revealed that neuroplastic changes occur across the             

lifespan.

• This plastic nature allows the brain to form new connections, strengthen existing  

ones, and even reassign functions to different areas.

Meaning that the brain can have the ability to learn and develop new skills as long as 

the individual pushes it to do it .



Neuronal Plasticity and Language Learning

Neuronal plasticity, a key aspect of neuroplasticity, refers to the brain’s 

ability to reorganize its neural networks and modify synaptic connections. 

In simpler terms, the brain is constantly growing, creating new meaningful connection

s, and adapting to new knowledge and skills.

This dynamic process is crucial for learning new languages and adapting to new enviro

nments, cultures, and ideas.

Neuronal plasticity enables us to acquire new skills, such as learning a new language,  

by forming new neural pathways and strengthening existing ones.

It underlies our brain's capacity to rewire itself based on experiences and external stim

uli, shaping our cognitive abilities and facilitating our ability to navigate the 

world.



Knowles’ Adult Learning 
Theory

Need to know (expected 
benefits)

Self concept

Role of experience
Orientation to learning 

(Contextualization)

Internal Motivation

Some helping notions Knowles’ Educational theories 



1. Identify a STRONG reason why you are learning English; 

2. Identify your weaknesses (Reading, Writing, Speaking or Listening);

3. Set goals (realistic and manageable during a determined  time span) which are c

onnected to your weaknesses and not to what you enjoy;

4. Expose yourself –as much as you can- to input in the Foreign language  (Immers

ion);

5. Memorize chunks (collocations, idiomatic expressions) and most commonly nee

ded phrases and sentences instead of individual words;

6. Routines and consistent practice (make it a habit at the same time);

7. write down your thoughts and ideas more frequently;

8. communicative language learning (communicate more often, even with your sel

f);

Implications 



List of References 
• Bialystok, E., Craik, F. I., & Luk, G. (2012). Bilingualism: Consequences for mind and brain. 

Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 16(4), 240–250. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2012.03.001

• Doidge, N. (2007). The brain that changes itself: Stories of personal triumph from the frontier

s of brain science. Penguin Books.

• Elman, J. L., & Bates, E. A. (1997). Language acquisition and brain development. Cambridge 

University Press.

• Green, D. W., & Abutalebi, J. (2013). Language control in bilinguals: The adaptive control hyp

othesis. Journal of Cognitive Psychology, 25(5), 515–530. https://doi.org/10.1080/20445911.2

013.796377

• Henschke, J. A. (2011). Considerations regarding the future of andragogy. Adult Learning, 22(

1), 34-37. https://doi.org/10.1177/104515951102200109

• Jossey-Bass.Hanson, A. (1996). The search for a separate theory of adult learning: Does andr

agogy answer the question? Adult Learning, 7(1), 14-16. https://doi.org/10.1177/10451595960

0700103

• Knowles, M. S. (1973). The adult learner: A neglected species. Gulf Publishing.Knowles, M. 

S. (1984). The modern practice of adult education: From pedagogy to andragogy (2nd ed.). C

ambridge Book

https://doi.org/10.1177/104515951102200109
https://doi.org/10.1177/104515959600700103
https://doi.org/10.1177/104515959600700103


• Knowles, M. S., Holton, E. F., III, & Swanson, R. A. (2015). The adult learner: The definitive classic 

in adult education and human resource development (8th ed.). Routledge.

• Kuhl, P. K. (2010). Brain mechanisms in early language acquisition. Neuron, 67(5), 713–727. https://

doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2010.08.038

• Li, P., Legault, J., & Litcofsky, K. A. (2014). Neuroplasticity as a function of second language learn

ing: Anatomical changes in the human brain. Cortex, 58, 301–324. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cortex.20

14.05.001

• Merriam, S. B., & Bierema, L. L. (2014). Adult learning: Linking theory and practice. 

• Pliatsikas, C. (2020). Multilingualism and brain plasticity. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 40, 

240–259. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0267190520000070

• Taylor, B., & Kroth, M. (2009). Andragogy’s transition into the future: Meta-analysis of andragogy a

nd its search for a measurable instrument. Journal of Adult Education, 38(1), 1-11

• Thomas, M. S., & Knowland, V. C. (2009). Sensitive periods in brain development – Implications f

or education policy. European Psychologist, 14(3), 283–292. https://doi.org/10.1027/1016-9040.14.3.

283

• Tremblay, P., & Dick, A. S. (2016). Broca and Wernicke are dead, or moving past the classic model 

of language neurobiology. Brain and Language, 162, 60–71. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bandl.2016.08.

004

• Yuan, K., Zhang, Y., & Wang, H. (2021). The impact of bilingualism on cognitive development and 

neuroplasticity. Frontiers in Psychology, 12, 708914. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.708914



Thank you


	Diapositive 1
	Diapositive 2
	Diapositive 3
	Diapositive 4
	Diapositive 5
	Diapositive 6
	Diapositive 7
	Diapositive 8
	Diapositive 9
	Diapositive 10
	Diapositive 11

