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How to Reach Advanced Language Proficiency 

Highlights 

• Three ingredients support advanced language proficiency: use, motivation,
and identity

• Advanced language proficiency is helpful for brain flexibility, self-esteem,
employment, and development of empathy.

• Advanced proficiency in languages is beneficial for cross-cultural
understanding.

Developing advanced proficiency in a second language benefits both learners and 
the societies to which they belong. Educators, employers, and learners can define 
advanced level proficiency in a language as being able to use language for academic 
and professional purposes beyond daily life (ACTFL, 2012). But being able to use the 
language at work is not the only advantage of advanced proficiency.  Advanced 
learners obtain numerous cognitive benefits that accompany fluency in a second 
language, including better cognitive control1 (Xie, 2018), a brain with more flexibility 
(Bialystok, 2017), and a longer, healthier life by, for example, warding off 
impairments such as dementia (Perani & Abutalebi, 2015). Advanced learners derive 
psychological benefits from their successful learning experiences, such as high self-
esteem (Rubio, 2007) and an increased sense of self (Darvin & Norton, 2016). 
Advanced users of additional languages also have access to more educational and 
employment opportunities (ACTFL, 2019; Ramírez-Esparza et al., 2020). These 
tangible advantages can lead to higher earnings, which benefit not just the person, 
but their families and future generations.  

Societal benefits from advanced-level skills in languages are also vast and long-
lasting. Advanced language skills allow meaningful intercultural exchange, which 
leads to more acceptance, tolerance, and compassion. High competence in 
intercultural communication helps people “address the root causes of some of the 
most virulent problems of today’s societies,” such as discrimination, racism, and hate 
speech (Huber, 2012, p. 5).  

What’s the pathway? Practice, motivation, and identity construction 

Given all the benefits of advanced proficiency in a second language, how can applied 
linguists and language educators support development of advanced levels of 
proficiency? What is the secret sauce? Research shows there are three key 
ingredients are (a) practice using the language, (b) long-term, sustained motivation, 
and (c) developing a positive identity as a user of the language.  

Use the language 

The key to learning a language to an advanced level is to use the language as much 
as possible at the advanced level. Like everything, language takes time and effort; 
one starts as a novice and gains proficiency through use (DeKeyser, 2020). Using a 
language to gain proficiency requires “specific activities in the second language  
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engaged in systematically, deliberately, with the goal of developing knowledge of 
and skills in the second language” (DeKeyser, p. 8). DeKeyser explained that using 
the language across different advanced-level contexts supports the development of 
advanced proficiency by decreasing three things: (a) the amount of attention one 
needs to pay when producing; (b) the amount of time it takes to produce language; 
and (c) the number of overall errors.  

What’s the best way to use language to promote advanced proficiency? First, the 
language production and use should be active. As Ortega wrote (2009), only 
through actively using the language do language learners fully process the syntax 
needed to express themselves. While the importance of active practice may seem 
obvious today, back in the 1990s, language researchers debated whether learners 
needed to produce language to improve, or whether they simply need to hear and 
read the language. The conclusion—which guides much language education today—is 
that active practice is essential for learning. Students learn by doing.  

Language use should allow learners to employ multiple language skills at the same 
time. To accomplish this, teachers must create tasks for students that have media 
components that are necessary to use to accomplish the task, and those media, 
whether digital or physical, should include listening, reading, speaking, and writing 
(González-Lloret, 2020). Moreover, feedback and learning should be integrated into 
an iterative process, with students revising and repeating their work based on the 
feedback they obtain from their teachers, their classroom peers, and also from their 
own self-evaluations (Bitchener, 2019).  

Finally, learning should be cooperative and engaging, so that learners build an 
equitable community of learning (González-Lloret, 2020) and experience flow 
(Ibrahim & Al-Hoorie, 2019). This means that learners are so fully engaged and 
absorbed in their tasks that they lose senses of time. Thus, a teacher’s main goal can 
be seen as encouraging production through establishing the right conditions for 
high-level practice, conditions that include not just hard work, but task enjoyment 
(Lee, 2020). 

Motivation 

Use supports the development of proficiency, but learners will only use the language 
frequently if they are motived to do so (Campbell & Storch, 2011). Thus, the second 
key ingredient for acquiring advanced language skills is to build motivation to 
encourage language use (Huhtala et al., 2019).  

One way learners can build that motivation is to focus on domains of language that 
they personally want to improve.  Students who do so will become agents of their 
own learning and be knowledgeable about their learning goals and trajectory 
(Ushioda, 2009). To help build self-motivation, teachers can ask learners how they 
“think and feel about language learning” (Ushioda, 2009, p. 219). Doing so will 
promote motivation that is intrinsic, which is most likely to promote long-term 
learning, and thus increases the chance of advanced-level proficiency (Nagle, 2021). 

That motivation must also be long-lasting. Advanced-level attainment takes a great 



deal of time and effort (Dörnyei & Al-Hoorie, 2017), so learners seeking advanced 
skills must consistently seek practice opportunities both inside and outside of the 
classroom. And as they improve, they need to use the language with increasing levels 
of task difficulty and within more diverse social circles, including academic or 
professional ones, which means their motivation must change and adapt to new 
learning conditions (Campbell & Storch, 2011).   

Identity 

How can students gain motivation that is both intrinsic and long-lasting? One answer 
lies in identity. When language learning coincides with personal identity construction, 
a person changes from a mere learner of the language to an owner and rightful user 
of the language. A person who feels that way can experience a powerful desire to 
practice and learn. This is because continued improvement reinforces the person’s 
linguistic identity (Gardner, 2019). Identity construction is thus an important part of 
developing and maintaining motivation to learn a second language (Norton & De 
Costa, 2018). 

That linguistic identity—that feeling of ownership—is highly individual and molded by 
the unique characteristics of each learner (Norton & De Costa, 2018). But linguistic 
identity also exists in a social context. It is a feeling of belonging, and it is shaped by 
engaging “in linguistic practices with various people” (Norton & De Costa, 2018, p. 
93). Given the social aspect of language identity, even if learners are motivated, they 
will only be able to participate if they see themselves as welcomed practitioners in 
the community. For that reason, Norton and De Costa explained, it is vital that 
classrooms and learning communities be free from discrimination based on race, 
gender, or sexual orientation.  

Learning a language is deeply connected to both individual identity and community 
belonging. Language teachers should therefore recognize that they are not just 
teaching language; they are teaching human agency. And learners should understand 
that they are doing more than learning a language. They are trying on a new mantle 
of thought, expression, and identity, especially if they stick with learning the 
language for a long time, and to an advanced level. 

Conclusion 

In sum, the right conditions for developing advanced levels of proficiency are 
threefold. First, learners should engage in advanced-level language tasks (i.e., use the 
language at the advanced level) as much as possible, and get critical yet helpful 
feedback on their use that they can act upon to build up their skillsets. Second, they 
should develop sustained motivation through the establishment of long-term, 
personally rewarding goals for using the language. And third, learners should interact 
with a variety of people who help them develop a positive identity as a user of the 
language. By using advanced language in different settings with various people, 
learners change and develop tactics, reformulate their ability to remember language 
and vocabulary, and try new combinations of skills to better communicate their 
intent. These practices also expand the learners’ socio-cultural worldview, because 
the practice is a socio-cultural exchange.  



Thus, in order to help students attain high levels of proficiency, teachers, materials 
designers, and learners need to collaborate to create a positive, empathetic, and 
motivating environment in which language learning is engaging and meaningful. 
Teachers must set the conditions to help students engage and experience flow when 
learning through a variety of culturally rich and complex media. The teacher’s goal is 
to motivate students to practice through socialization processes that encourage 
creativity, skill-building, self-expression, and lively exchanges. Learners work 
together to build sustained motivation and identity, which can lead to lifelong 
learning and openness to join additional language-learning communities. It is that 
community and cultural exchange, in the end, that makes the world go around in 
peaceful ways.  

Notes 

Xie (2018, p. 1) defined cognitive control as “the ability to control behavior and 
thought by maintaining, focusing on, or switching goals and plans while at the same 
time ignoring irrelevant information.” Xie explained that second-language acquisition 
researchers have found that bilinguals perform better on cognitive control tasks than 
monolinguals.  The hypothesis is that cognitive control is learned through experience 
in using two (or more) languages.  
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