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Patsy M. Lightbrown and Nina Spada point out that factors including ‘intelligence, aptitude, personality, motivation and attitudes, learner preferences, learner beliefs, and age’ (Lightbrown and Spada, 2000) would affect second language learning. These should be concerned by second language researchers, teachers, and learners. However, there are ‘difficulties in research on learner characteristics and second language acquisition’ (Clapham, ppt, p4), because ‘it is not possible to directly observe and measure qualities such as motivation, personality, aptitude and intelligence’ (Clapham, ppt, p4). The seven variables are being revaluated in Lightbrown and Spada’s research.
Intelligence is ‘a general sort of aptitude that is not limited to a specific performance area but is transferable to many sorts of performance’ (Dönyei, 2005: 32). Multiple intelligences involve such as ‘mathematical intelligence, spatial intelligence and linguistic intelligence’ (Ellis and Shintani, 2014, p. 286) etc. Lightbrown and Spada’s find that ‘intelligence, especially as measured by verbal IQ tests, may be a strong factor to learning which involves language analysis and rule learning, but it may play a less important role where the instruction focuses more on communication and interaction’ (Lightbrown and Spada, 2000). Intelligence is complicated and people have various kinds of abilities and strengths. Even if one is weak in academic performance he/she can attain certain success in SLL. 
Language aptitude refers to ‘the special set of abilities required to be successful in learning an L2. These abilities include the ability to identify sound patterns in a new language, the ability to recognize the different grammatical functions of words in sentences and to infer language rules (i.e. language analytical ability) and rote-learning ability’ (Ellis and Shintani, 2014, p. 340) Lightbrown and Spada claim there is a substantial relationship between aptitude and SLL revealed in earlier research when teaching is based on grammar translation or audio-lingual methods. However, when adopting a more communicative teaching approach focusing on meaning rather than form, aptitude seems to be irrelevant. Successful L2 learners may only be strong on some components of aptitude, but not all. For example, some learners may have strong memories while weak in grammatical rules. Thus, teachers can arrange their classes based on students’ strengths and weaknesses, or try to design varied activities to meet learners’ needs with different aptitude profiles.
‘Personality is generally conceived as composed of a series of traits such as extraversion/introversion and neuroticism/stability’ (Ellis and Shintani, 2014, p. 286). Lightbrown and Spada’s research states that an array of different personalities such as extroversion, risk-taking, self-esteem, dominance etc. has been claimed to be significant in L2 learning. And inhibition is negative at least for L2 pronunciation performance. However, research results in this field are contradictory and problematic. Identifying and measuring extroversion and introversion would be difficult. And personality variables may relate to communicative ability only but not grammatical accuracy or metalinguistic knowledge. Probably personality would contribute to SLL combining with other factors but not alone. 
’Motivation is a complex construct that involves the reasons or goals learners have for learning an L2, the effort they put into learning and the attributes they form as a result of their attempts to learn‘(Ellis and Shintani, 2014, p. 286). From Lightbrown and Spada’s view, although studies have shown positive attitudes and motivation would lead to successful SLL, it’s difficult to know the causal relationship between SLL and motivation. ‘Whether it is the motivation that produces successful learning or successful learning that enhances motivation or whether both are affected by other factors’ (Lightbrown and Spada, 2000) is hard to decide. Successful SLL may be connected with integrative motivation such as personal growth, cultural enrichment or immediate practical goals. People’s resentment toward the target language or culture, or a lack of internal motivation may cause the lack of success in SLL. In classroom teaching, teachers can provide students interesting learning content appropriate for students’ age and level of ability, clear but manageably challenging cooperative rather than competitive goals, varied forthcoming activities and supportive atmosphere to enhance their motivation. 
Learners have their own learning style or learning preferences to acquire new materials, such as visual learners, aural learners and kinesthetic learners. Some learners are field independent while others are field dependent. They also learn differently due to their temperaments or personalities. The field independence/dependence distinction has been examined by only a few researchers. Field independence is in relation with performance on certain tasks but not all kinds. Lightbrown and Spada point out that despite the few researches on learning style we should suspect that a teaching method or textbook will be suitable for all learners and should try to encourage students to learn in ways of their preference instead of supposing them to be wrong or less formal. 
Another area of little research being concerned with is learner beliefs: ‘the beliefs that language learners have about what is involved in learning a language, how to learn it and their own language-learning ability. Beliefs can be ‘analytic’, ‘experiential’ or ‘affective’ in nature. Learner beliefs influence how learners set about learning an L2’. (Ellis and Shintani, 2014, p. 340) SL learners may have strong opinions about the way they should be instructed in accordance with their previous learning experiences. And a survey indirectly proves that learners’ beliefs can strongly influence their classroom experience. Learners’ SLL progress would be negatively affected if the instructional approach is inconsistent with their beliefs about their best way of learning. Learners’ preferences and beliefs will influence their choice of learning strategies. Teachers can ‘help learners to expand their repertoire of learning strategies and thus develop greater flexibility’ (Lightbrown and Spada, 2000) in their SLL.
Among all the variables involving personal differences, age is the easiest to measure and is the subject of much debate. This paper is going to discuss age factor in detail. The Critical Period Hypothesis claims that learners can only accomplish full competence in an L2 if they start learning it as children (Ellis and Shintani, 2014, p. 336), or that human beings are only capable of learning language between the age of 2 years and the early teens (Cook, 2008, p. 147) This hypothesis is based on the idea that language acquisition is influenced by the developmental changes in the brain. After puberty or even earlier, people can learn language only depend on their general learning abilities but not the innate biological structures and the learning outcome of a new language can hardly be as good as native speakers. Young children learn language through procedural memory, whereas old learners learn via declarative memory. However, Lightbrown and Spada argue that CPH has been challenged a lot recently given that some studies have shown that older learners are more efficient than younger learners in the early stages of SLL. Learners who started learning L2 since primary school didn’t learn better in the long run than those who started in early adolescence, and there exist examples of adolescents and adult learners who achieved high proficiency in a second language. 
Through Patkowsk’s and Johnson and Newport’s researches, Lightbrown and Spada find that age is important for language learners to attain the native-like proficiency of a SL in aspects of pronunciation, morphology and syntax. There is a critical period before around the age of 15, but it doesn’t mean the earlier the better. Learners start their SLL before the age of 10 do not show better language levels than those who start before the age of 15, while those who began later do not achieve native-like mastery of the second language and their ultimate language attainment differ greatly from one another. Lightbrown and Spada interpret Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle’s research as that adults and adolescents learn faster than children, children surpass adults at the end of the year on several measures in the test, however it is the ‘adolescents who retain the highest level of performance overall’ (Lightbrown and Spada, 2000). 
In Lightbrown and Spada’s view, when to start SLL is decided by the goal of learning. Not all SL learners aim at the native-like mastery of L2. If their native language remains primary and the goal for SLL is basic communicative ability, it is suggested to begin SLL later. Early intensive exposure to SL may entail the decrease in child’s first language development. Age factor interknits with other factors such as motivation, identity, etc. Early starters who receive only a few hours instruction each week might be surpassed by learners who start later, which may diminish the early starters’ motivation after so many years of language learning. And one or two hours learning will not lead to success no matter how young one starts to learn language. Besides, older learners can attain high, if not native-like proficiency in their SL. 
Lightbrown and Spada’s opinion on age-related differences in language acquisition is like an extended, weak or broad version of CPH. According to Penfield and Lenneberg, the forerunners of CPH, people should learn language earlier and the younger means the better in learning a new language. While after a certain age, a person can only get incomplete language learning. Like the typical Genie’s example, after the age of 13, she can never fully grasp a language. Lightbrown and Spada just postponed the critical period to puberty. In their understanding, the younger doesn’t mean the better. People start to learn a second language since adolescence would do better than those who start earlier and later than that. And to some extent old learners can achieve some success in SLL, if not native-like proficiency. 
Although Lightbrown and Spada’s research seems one step further on age factor than traditional CPH, I don’t quiet agree with their view toward this. According to David Singleton and Simone Pfenninger’s recent research, ‘Lennberg’s account of lateralization is incorrect’ (Singleton and Pfenninger, 2018, p. 257) and the relationship between lateralization and age is complex. The brain retains plasticity throughout life, and it may be modified by experience at any age. Hence it doesn’t mean our language learning capacity will seriously decline after childhood or puberty. In addition the age to decline is uncertain in traditional studies. It can hardly be exactly confirmed to be 15, 16 or 17. Besides, not all young starters turn out to be successful SL learners, while there are numerous cases that people who start their SLL older than their puberty or even in their third age succeed in learning a new language. Furthermore, the criterion of ‘native-likeness’ is from the monolingual standpoint, and it’s nearly impossible to measure precisely. Not all the native speakers can attain the imagined language proficiency. The so called being ‘native’ is a matter more of identity and confidence than language abilities. What if a second language learner can speak or write better than a native language user? Then it would be ironic to decide the native language user is more native-like. And from a bilingual view, ‘each language affects the other and neither is identical to that of a monolingual’ (Singleton and Pfenninger, 2018, p. 259). Moreover, in Lightbrown and Spada’s research, child’s learning L2 too early has negative effect on their L1. It would decrease child’s first language development. However, according to Colin Baker, if a child learns a second language, ‘the first language, … is not under threat’ (Baker, 1995, p4). 
I roughly agree with Lightbrown and Spada’s research based on the first six variables but not on age factor. I don’t quite agree with the age decisive view. The ‘ultimate attainment in additional languages is a function of the quantity and quality of language experience rather than simply a matter of maturation’ (Singleton and Pfenninger, 2018, p. 260). Other factors, not only age but high motivation to learn, massive exposure to new language, extended social interaction with L2 native speakers (Clapham, ppt, p3) would strongly affect SLL. Therefore, teachers should take all the above factors into consideration, try to enhance long-term motivation and offer intensive instruction through multiplied activities to students.
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