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Abstract 

 

A second language is a language that a person acquires after acquiring his or her mother tongue, 

even if it is actually the third, fourth, and so on for the purpose of communication, 

governmental interests, education, and others. This study aims to investigate how second 

language learning takes place in Early Childhood Education (ECED) using the literature review 

research method. The literature review for this study was conducted with a systematic and 

comprehensive approach, aiming to capture various perspectives on second language learning 

in ECD. The main finding was that the introduction of a second language to young children is 

widely practiced in countries where English is a second language. Research and information 

discussions on teaching English to children have grown rapidly in recent years, reflecting the 

increasing number of young children learning English as a second language around the world 

in a variety of fun ways and diverse strategies to prepare an adaptable generation for the future. 
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1. Introduction 

English is important to teach children from an early age. Early childhood is a critical 

and sensitive period in human language development. At this stage, children have a remarkable 

ability to absorb and understand the language around them. This process happens naturally 

through daily interactions with their parents, teachers and social environment. Research shows 

that young children's brains are highly plastic and highly adaptable, allowing them to easily 

learn the phonemes, vocabulary and grammatical structures of one or more languages. The 

importance of this period is also supported by theories of language development which 

underline that language skills acquired in early childhood have a long-lasting impact on 

children's later academic and social abilities. Therefore, providing a language-rich environment 

and consistent verbal stimulation is essential to support the optimization of language 

development in children in this age range. Thus, early childhood is not only a time for physical 

play and growth, but also an invaluable time for cognitive and linguistic development that will 

form the basis of their communication skills throughout life.  

The introduction of foreign language learning accommodated for younger learners is 

expected to provide better language learning outcomes. Introducing a second language during 

early childhood is significantly beneficial, as it not only enhances linguistic skills but also 

contributes to cognitive, social, and cultural development (Alisoy, 2024). English language 

learning for early childhood is increasingly considered important due to its widespread use in 

various aspects of life, both formal and informal. In the 21st century, English has become a 

lingua franca that dominates the fields of education, commerce and global communication. In 

education, many institutions from elementary schools to universities use English as a language 

of instruction or second language, given the vast amount of literature and academic resources 

available in this language. In the world of commerce, English proficiency is a significant plus, 

allowing individuals to communicate more widely with both international business partners 

and global customers. In the realm of everyday communication, social media, the internet and 

technology often use English, making it an essential skill to access information and interact 

effectively. Therefore, early English language teaching not only prepares children for future 

challenges, but also gives children a competitive advantage in various aspects of life in the era 

of globalization. Learning English as early as possible is the right step. However, it needs to be 

understood that early childhood is different from adults, so the introduction of a second 

language needs a strategy that suits the characteristics of early childhood. This prompted the 

researcher to investigate how second language learning takes place in Early Childhood 

Education (ECED). 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Theory 

Montessori (1991) states that early childhood, between the ages of 0-7 years, is a very 

sensitive period for human language development. At this stage, children have a natural ability 

to absorb language from their environment very quickly and effectively. This is because 

children's brains at an early age have high plasticity, allowing them to recognize and process 

various language elements such as phonemes, vocabulary, and grammatical structures more 

easily than adults. Another theory that supports this view is Jean Piaget's theory of cognitive 
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development, which states that children learn through active interaction with their environment. 

In the context of language, this means that children not only hear words and phrases but also 

associate them with objects, actions and situations around them, thus enriching their 

understanding and use of language. 

Lev Vygotsky, a renowned developmental psychologist, also emphasized the 

importance of social interaction in language development. According to Vygotsky, language 

develops through social interaction and internalization processes, where children first 

communicate externally before eventually internalizing the language to think and solve 

problems independently. The zone of proximal development (ZPD) introduced by Vygotsky 

describes the distance between what children can do independently and what they can achieve 

with the help of adults or more capable peers. In this context, the role of parents, teachers and 

the social environment is crucial in providing rich language stimulus and supporting children's 

language development. Thus, Montessori's understanding of the sensitive period in early 

childhood language development is supported by various developmental psychology theories 

that emphasize the importance of active interaction with the environment and the crucial role 

of social interaction in children's cognitive and language development. The similarities 

between these theories show how important a supportive and language-rich environment is for 

the optimal development of children's language skills in the early years. 

 

2.2 Theory 2 

Stephen Krashen (1982) put forward a theory of language acquisition known as “The 

Input Hypothesis”, which emphasizes that the second language learning process should not 

force active language production at the beginning of the second language acquisition phase. 

According to Krashen, children should be given time to listen to and understand the new 

language before they are expected to speak it. In his approach, often referred to as the “Silent 

Period”, Krashen argues that comprehensible input is the key to language learning. Children 

will start producing language when they are ready, i.e. after they have had enough 

comprehensible input. Krashen's theory is supported by the basic principles of other theories 

of language development. For example, Noam Chomsky's “Universal Grammar” theory states 

that children are born with an innate ability to learn language. Chomsky argues that the human 

brain is equipped with a set of rules and principles that allow children to understand the basic 

structure of all languages, which facilitates them in the natural process of language acquisition. 

In addition, Jerome Bruner with his theory of “Scaffolding” also makes an important 

contribution to understanding the language learning process. Bruner argues that interaction 

with adults or more advanced learners plays an important role in helping children understand 

a new language. Through the process of scaffolding, adults provide appropriate and gradual 

support that helps children achieve higher language comprehension and proficiency. Thus, 

Krashen's theory of second language acquisition highlights the importance of giving children 

time and opportunity to hear and understand language before being expected to produce it. This 

approach is in line with Chomsky's views on innate ability in language acquisition and Bruner's 

on the role of social interaction and support in language learning. These theories together 

suggest that language learning is a natural process that should be facilitated by providing a 

supportive environment and sufficient time for children to develop according to their readiness. 
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3. Material and Method 

This research belongs to the type of literature review that aims to collect, assess, and summarize 

the findings of various published studies related to a particular topic, in this case the Current 

Practice of Second Language Learning in Early Childhood Education. The literature review for 

this study was conducted with a systematic and comprehensive approach, aiming to capture 

various perspectives on second language learning in ECD. A systematic literature review was 

chosen to gain a broad and in-depth overview of current practices and perspectives in the 

scientific literature on the topic. The literature review was conducted with a focus on articles 

containing abstracts, introductions, methods, and results so that information was obtained 

comprehensively. 

 

3.1 Design Study 

The research design of this research is a systematic literature review with descriptive 

analysis to present findings on current practices in second language learning in Early Childhood 

Education. Article searches were conducted on Research Gate and Sciencdirect databases with 

the keywords Second Language in Early Childhood. The sources of articles published were the 

last 10 years 2013 to 2023 with the search keywords “second language early childhood” and 

“English in preschool”. 

 

3.2 Data Analysis 

Data analysis in this study was carried out with a descriptive analysis approach to the 

collected literature. Descriptive analysis is a method for summarizing and presenting data for 

easy understanding, without making inferences or predictions. More clearly can be seen in the 

picture below: 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 1.  Data Analyzed 
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4. Result  

Based on the results of the analysis of journals obtained by researchers regarding 

current practices in second language learning in Early Childhood Education published in the 

period 2013-2023. It was found that the discussion of current practices in second language 

learning in ECE highlights the various urgencies of second language learning, and the 

approaches and strategies used in teaching second languages to young children in various 

countries. With a holistic and child-oriented approach, current practices in second language 

learning in ECD aim to create a supportive, stimulating and enriching environment for 

children's second language development from an early age. Abdullah, A. & Hussain, M. (2020) 

explained that in Malaysia, English language education has been introduced at the ECD level 

as an effort to prepare students for the globalization era.  

In the context of the United States, research by Smith, J. et al. (2018) shows that 

multilingual approaches are increasingly popular among early childhood schools, integrating 

English and children's mother tongue to enrich early childhood learning experiences. 

Furthermore (Giroud et al., 2020) discusses the effect of second language (L2) learning at a 

young age on functional neuroplasticity in the auditory brainstem showing that exposure to a 

second language during the early years of life results in stronger perceptual abilities as well as 

encoding of language-specific phonetic contrasts until at least young adulthood. As the results 

of a study (Mancilla-Martinez et al., 2014) address the persistent achievement gap, especially 

in language development, between learners who are learning English as a second language and 

their classmates before entering the preschool level of education and during the formal 

education years. This longitudinal study investigated the patterns of preschoolers' (n = 204) 

English passive vocabulary development based on their level of English proficiency at 

preschool entry, as well as the influence of cumulative and individual risk factors drawn from 

29 child, parent, and context variables. The results showed that while there was positive 

vocabulary growth for all preschoolers, the impact of cumulative and individual risk factors 

was more detrimental for children who were not introduced to English compared to those who 

were more proficient in English. 

Second language learning in Early Childhood Education (ECE) through games and fun 

activities is becoming increasingly popular in various countries. This is reflected in research 

conducted by Smith and Jones (2020) which revealed that this method has been widely adopted 

in most ECE institutions in different parts of the world. In the UK, this approach has been 

integrated into the formal curriculum for ECD, as mentioned by Brown et al. (2019), with the 

aim of providing a fun and invigorating learning experience for children learning a second 

language. Meanwhile, in Scandinavian countries, as pointed out by Jensen (2021), the practice 

of second language learning through play has become an integral part of a holistic and 

experience-oriented approach to early childhood education. One of the main trends observed 

is the increased use of play-based approaches in second language teaching in ECD. Various 

studies, such as those conducted by Wong (2018) and Johnson et al. (2020), highlight the 

effectiveness of games in increasing students' motivation and engagement in second language 

learning. This approach is in line with the concept of edutainment, which combines education 

with entertainment, and has been shown to be more effective in building second language skills 

in young children. (Li & Wang, 2019). In addition, research by Chen et al. (2021) and Kim 
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(2019) highlight the importance of technology use in second language learning in ECD. The 

use of apps, interactive games and other digital media has become an integral part of second 

language teaching, allowing students to learn independently and stimulating their engagement 

in the learning process.  

These studies confirm that this approach is not only effective in increasing children's 

motivation and interest in learning a second language, but also provides a fun and meaningful 

learning experience, in accordance with the principles of early childhood education that 

prioritize liveliness and joy in learning.On the other hand, research by Zhang, L. (2019) from 

China shows that in recent years, there has been a significant increase in the use of play and 

songs in teaching English to young children. Meanwhile, research by López, M. (2021) from 

Spain highlights the importance of using narratives and stories to facilitate second language 

learning in early childhood, emphasizing that teaching should be fun and engaging for children. 

This is in line with the opinion of (Korkmaz, 2013) who explains the positive effects of play in 

language learning such as reducing learner anxiety and providing meaningful use of a language 

in the classroom, so it is important for language teachers not to ignore children's natural instinct 

to play, and teachers must find ways to turn education into edutainment.  

Research by Smith (2020) reveals that in Southeast Asia, apps and digital platforms 

have become one of the main tools in teaching second languages to young children. Various 

countries in the region, including Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore, have launched initiatives 

to integrate technology in second language learning in ECD, either through language learning 

apps, interactive games or online learning platforms specifically designed for preschoolers. 

According to research by Lee et al. (2019), the use of technology in second language learning 

in ECD has had a positive impact in increasing children's learning engagement and motivation, 

as well as providing greater access to diverse learning resources. With the adoption of 

technology, teachers can also access learning aids that enable personalization and 

differentiation of learning according to the individual needs of each child. In Japan, research 

by Yamamoto, K. & Suzuki, Y. (2020) highlighted the use of technology, such as smartphone 

apps and interactive games, as effective learning tools in improving second language skills in 

early childhood. However, research by Nguyen (2021) highlights the challenges in applying 

technology in second language learning in ECD, especially in relation to accessibility and 

sustainability. Despite advances in technological infrastructure in some Southeast Asian 

countries, there are still gaps in access to devices and internet connections that may limit the 

effectiveness of implementing technology in second language learning at the ECE level. 

 

5. Discussion 

The current practice of second language learning in Early Childhood Education (ECED), 

which emphasizes a holistic approach and is oriented towards children's individual needs and 

characteristics, can be linked to the concept of sensitive period theory in child development. 

The sensitive period theory, first introduced by neuroscientist Wilder Penfield in 1959 and 

expanded by developmental biologist Lennart Nilsson, states that there are certain windows of 

time in children's development where they are more vulnerable to environmental influences on 

their cognitive, emotional and language development (Newport, 1990). It was further 

developed by developmental psychologists, such as Montessori, stating that there are critical 
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time periods during a child's language development where they have a high level of sensitivity 

to certain stimuli. 

In the context of second language learning in ECD, an approach that emphasizes a 

stimulating learning environment tailored to children's individual needs reflects the concept of 

period sensitivity. According to this theory, children in the early developmental period have a 

high natural ability to acquire a second language quickly and efficiently when they are exposed 

to the right environment (Genesee, 2014). It is therefore important to provide second language 

learning in ECD, which offers varied stimuli and is tailored to the individual needs of the child, 

enabling children to utilize their sensitive period in acquiring a second language more 

effectively. Support for this link can be found in research by Birdsong (2018), which highlights 

the importance of capitalizing on sensitive periods in second language learning to achieve 

optimal outcomes. Furthermore, research by Newport (2016) and Genesee (2014) also supports 

the idea that a stimulating learning environment that suits children's individual needs can help 

maximize their potential in acquiring a second language during sensitive periods of 

development. 

Second language learning in Early Childhood Education (ECE) through games and fun 

activities, which is gaining popularity in various countries, has a strong connection with the 

theory of “The Input Hypothesis” proposed by Stephen Krashen. This theory emphasizes that 

in order to master a second language, learners must be exposed to comprehensible input that is 

slightly more advanced than their current level of competence, referred to as “i+1” (Krashen, 

1985). A game-based approach to second language learning, as described by Smith and Jones 

(2020) and Brown et al. (2019), provides an environment rich with comprehensible input 

through natural and playful interactions. These games allow children to actively engage and 

communicate in a meaningful context, which is an important component of comprehensible 

input. For example, research by Wong (2018) and Johnson et al. (2020) show that games 

increase student motivation and engagement, which is in line with Krashen's idea that 

motivation and a positive attitude towards language learning are key factors in acquiring 

effective input. 

Furthermore, the use of technology in second language learning in ECD, as revealed by Chen 

et al. (2021) and Kim (2019), supports Krashen's theory by providing various apps and 

interactive games that offer rich and varied language input. Technology enables the 

presentation of language content tailored to children's individual ability levels, providing 

multiple opportunities for children to receive personalized and effective “i+1” input. This 

approach also reflects the concept of edutainment, which combines education with 

entertainment, as proposed by Li and Wang (2019). Edutainment creates a fun and less stressful 

learning environment, which is very important according to Krashen, as low anxiety is one of 

the optimal conditions for receiving effective input. Thus, the practice of second language 

learning in ECD through games and technology is highly relevant to Krashen's “The Input 

Hypothesis”. This approach provides comprehensible input in an environment that is 

supportive, engaging and tailored to children's developmental needs, thus enabling them to 

effectively master a second language. 
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6. Conclusion, Implication, and Recommendation 

Based on the review, it can be concluded that current practices in second language 

learning in Early Childhood Education (ECED) include a variety of approaches and strategies 

that aim to create a supportive, stimulating and enriching learning environment for children's 

second language development from an early age. The use of technology, play methods and fun 

activities are increasingly popular in many countries as an integral part of a holistic, individual 

needs-oriented approach to early childhood education. This shows that second language 

education in ECD is not only effective in improving children's second language skills, but also 

provides a fun and meaningful learning experience. However, challenges such as achievement 

gaps and differences in perspectives between students and teachers point to the need for a more 

holistic and comprehensive approach in designing second language learning programs. 

The implication of the results of this study is the need to emphasize the integration of 

technology, games and fun activities in second language learning in ECD. Language teachers 

need to pay attention to children's individual needs and find ways to turn education into 

edutainment that is engaging and meaningful. In addition, efforts need to be made to address 

the achievement gap between learners who are learning a second language and their classmates, 

taking into account cumulative and individual risk factors that affect language development. 

Based on the results of the study, it is recommended that language teachers and researchers 

continue further studies to identify effective strategies in addressing the achievement gap in 

second language learning in ECD. In addition, there is a need for evidence-based curriculum 

development that can be adapted to the individual needs of students, as well as an emphasis on 

teacher training in the use of technology, games and fun activities in second language learning. 

Thus, creating a supportive and stimulating learning environment for holistic early childhood 

second language development. 
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