A Critical Assessment of the Article ‘Factors Affecting Second Language Learning’
Introduction
Many parents and linguists have observed that most children can naturally acquire their first languages with little effort (Cook, 2013, p. 135). Nevertheless, the situation seems to be more complex in second language (L2) learning. No matter what teaching strategies are employed, some students will succeed while some may fail (ibid). To understand such disparities, Lightbown and Spada (2001) examine six factors which are claimed to have a significant impact on L2 achievement. The six factors including ‘motivation, aptitude, personality, intelligence, learner preference and age’ all vary from learner to learner. Following Lightbown and Spada’s investigations, this essay aims to further explore to what extent those factors can exert influence on L2 learning. By reviewing recent literature, the essay will discuss how the two authors’ views have been developed over the last two decades. In addition, this article will delve into the intricate impact of personality on L2 learning as a great number of studies have been conducted after the ‘affective turn’ of applied linguistics in 2011 (Pavlenko, 2013, p. 5). 
Intelligence and L2 learning
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]By citing Genesee’s (1976) study on anglophone students who learnt French as a second language, Lightbown and Spada (2001) argue that intelligence, or more accurately the scores of IQ tests may be related to certain L2 learning skills like reading and grammar but not to speaking performance. To understand this situation, it is necessary to review the content of IQ tests. Taking the popular Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale (WAIS) as an example (Wechsler, 2003), the test consists of four parts: ‘verbal comprehension’, ‘perceptual reasoning’, ‘working memory’ and ‘processing speed’, aiming to measure individuals’ reasoning, problem-solving and analytical ability. Those abilities are vital for L2 learners to memorize new vocabulary; understand the author’s intention in reading tests and the abstract grammatical rules of the language. Therefore, it is not surprising that IQ test score correlates with L2 reading and grammar competence. Nevertheless, in L2 speaking tasks, the ‘processing skills’ required may be different (Bygate, 2001, p.14). Non-cognitive abilities like interpersonal competence or emotional intelligence (EI) sometimes play a more significant role since being capable of assessing the emotional state of others is pivotal for effective communication (Rintell, 1984). Chen and Zhang (2020) found that Chinese postgraduate EFL learners’ trait EI[footnoteRef:1] level significantly correlates with their English speaking performance (r = .383, p < .01) but is unrelated to the reading and writing attainment. Similar findings are also found among 150 Iranian EFL students where their IELTS speaking score correlates with their EI level (Soodmand and Rahimi, 2015 ). [1:  EI can be classified into two types: ability EI and trait EI. The former focuses on the ‘emotion-related’ cognitive abilities while trait EI explores the ‘inherent subjectivity of emotional experience’ (Petrides, 2017, p.2)] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK5][bookmark: OLE_LINK6]Overall, the impact of human intelligence on L2 learning is multifarious. Instead of exploring the direct correlations, it would be better for researchers to delve into the underlying cognitive process and affective factors.  
Aptitude 
‘Language aptitude’ refers to a particular talent in language learning and can be measured through a certain test like the Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT). Developed by Carroll (1981, p. 105), MLAT aims to assess learners’ ability in various aspects, ranging from phonetic identification to grammatical sensitivity. MLAT shares commonalities with traditional IQ tests as it also focuses on the ‘cognitively-based learner differences’ like memory and analytical competence (Dörnyei, 2005, p. 31). Thus, the same issue identified with IQ tests arises again. By embracing a more communicative teaching method, many teachers began to view aptitude as ‘irrelevant’ to the language learning process (Lightbown and Spada, 2001). Like the IQ test, MLAT does not assess the interpersonal, pragmatic or strategic competencies that are critical for real-world language use.
While the language aptitude test may be less useful with the communicative teaching approach, it still possesses unique implications for teachers. In Wesche’s study (1981), successful L2 learners may not demonstrate uniform aptitude across all components, and it reminds teachers to adjust their teaching strategies based on students’ advantages and weaknesses. 
Learning motivation and attitudes
According to Lightbown and Spada (2001, p. 33), L2 learning motivation can be characterised by two key factors: the communicative demands of learners and their ‘attitudes towards the second language community’. When learners must use L2 in varied social situations or for their professional aspirations, they recognize the importance of L2, which motivates them to become proficient in it. In this situation, the determinant influencing L2 motivation often pertains to social-psychological dynamics (Ushioda, 2012). On the one hand, individuals may engage in learning another language for integrative motivation, seeking enrichment of their cultural understandings. On the other hand, they may learn the language for instrumental motivation, driven by more direct and practical objectives.
As for language attitudes, it has long been seen as the fundamental part of motivation (Gardner and Lambert, 1972). If learners possess positive attitudes towards the language due to socio-cultural reasons, they are believed to be highly motivated in the learning process. In a recent study conducted by Chengchen Li and Wei Li (2022), Chinese minorities’ attitudes towards English significantly predict their English test score. Moreover, it is also found that students’ attitudes towards Putonghua, minority language and English are all related to their ‘self-efficacy’ (i.e., one’s belief in their ability to succeed) and ‘self-confidence’ in language learning. Such a relationship echoes Dörnyei’s (2009) ‘L2 motivational self-system’ in which learners’ beliefs and identity are the keys to their learning motivation.
Age
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]While age seems to be the easiest factor to measure, its influence on L2 learning remains complicated and controversial (Lightbown and Spada, 2001). Through observations from the immigrant family, it is said that children possess a unique edge in acquiring a second language, especially in pronunciation. Based on such anecdotal evidence, linguists and neurologists like Penfield and Roberts (1959) then proposed the ‘Critical Period Hypothesis’, indicating that there exists an optimal period for humans to acquire language (usually before puberty). Individuals may never achieve the native-like command of language after this period due to structural changes of the brain. Such differences are not only limited to accents and have been found in other aspects of language like vocabulary and grammar (e.g., Patkowski, 1980; Johnson and Newport, 1989). Nevertheless, with many examples of elder learners possessing native-like mastery of L2, some linguists also doubt the importance of age and are convinced that it is time and effort that really matter in L2 learning (Loewen and Reinders, 2011).
Learner’s preference and beliefs
Every student has his/her own ways and habits of acquiring new knowledge. In L2 learning, the differences between field dependence (FD) and independence (FI) have been paid much attention (Lightbown and Spada, 2001). Field-dependent learners are more likely to rely on external references when processing information while field-independent learners tend to rely more on internal references (Witkin et al, 1979). Although some studies have presented a positive correlation between field independence and L2 learning, the real impact of such a learning style remains minor (Hansen and Stansfield, 1981). Teachers might adjust their teaching strategies based on students’ preferences, but it is still hard to say such preferences will decide the ultimate learning outcomes.
In addition to personal preference, learners will also possess beliefs about the approaches used in the teaching process. Such beliefs are often shaped by past educational experiences or cultural backgrounds and can have a significant impact on classroom engagement or learning motivation (Lightbown and Spada, 2001). Effective teaching will not be achieved if students are doubtful and dissatisfied with the instructions. Therefore, it is teachers’ responsibility to recognize these beliefs and create a more supportive learning environment. 

Personality 
In contrast to Lightbown and Spada’s time when empirical evidence was rare, an increasing number of research in recent years have demonstrated a significant correlation between personality and L2 learning (Chen, et al., 2022). Therefore, it is worthwhile to particularly discuss the impact of personality. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK7][bookmark: OLE_LINK8]In Lightbown and Spada’s article (2001), the taxonomy of personality is not systematic as they merely mention some personalities like extroversion and inhibition but fail to identify the structure of them. Such a situation is not surprising since the ‘measurement and identification’ of personality have invariably been a main issue (ibid: 33). Thus, the first step should be finding a sharp ‘knife’ that can effectively deconstruct a human’s personality. The most frequently used theoretical framework is the ‘Big Five’ model (Dewaele, 2012). Proposed by Costa and McCrae (1985), the ‘Big Five’ model classifies human personality into five facets with each of them being separated into two different values (See Figure 1).    
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Figure 1 The Big Five Personality Model
(Costa and McCrae, 1985)
In a recent meta-analysis that reviewed last 40 years (1980-2020) study on the relationship between the Big Five model and L2 learning, Chen et al (2022) found that openness and conscientiousness significantly correlate with L2 performance, with the pooling effect size at r = 0.23 and r = 0.18 respectively. At the same time, extraversion and agreeableness serve as moderate correlates but neuroticism is found unrelated to L2 performance.
First of all, ‘openness-to-experience’ refers to one’s willingness to explore new and unfamiliar things. People with a high level of openness are often more creative and insightful (Dewaele, 2012; Kaufman et al, 2016). They tend to focus on the meaning and are ready to accept ‘constant changes’ (Ehrman, 2008, p. 66). Since curiosity is always the key to successful learning whatever the subjects are, such a relationship seems to be plausible. In a study on Polish immigrants in the UK learning English as a second language, Ożańska-Ponikwia and Dewaele (2012) find openness strongly predicts the frequency of English usage. It is suggested that learners with high scores on openness are more willing to communicate in a new L2 environment, which is undoubtedly conducive to L2 learning. 
The second vital personality trait is ‘conscientiousness’ which refers to individuals’ sense of responsibility and self-discipline (Costa and McCrae, 1992). Conscientious learners are usually well-organized, diligent and dependable in their endeavours (Dewaele, 2012). Those traits like ‘openness’ appear to be the fundamental factors in learning across all subjects and in every profession. Obviously, no L2 learners can achieve a high command of the language without the commitment to rigorous practice and consistent effort.
Extraversion is found to only moderately correlate with L2 achievement which may be somewhat surprising to the public as people often believe extraverted learners have special advantages in L2 learning (Lightbown and Spada, 2001). It is true that extraverts are more sociable and possess a strong willingness to communicate that is conducive to L2 success. However, introverts still have their own advantages in L2 learning, sometimes using different strategies. As indicated by Wakamoto (2009), extraverts tend to learn cooperatively while introverts are more like field-independent learners who tend to tackle the challenges without other’s help. Both groups can be successful in L2. The only difference is that they are ‘following different routes’ (Dewaele, 2012, p. 45).  Similar to extraversion, agreeable people are often helpful and friendly. Thus, they would develop good relationships with the L2 groups and learn the language more interactively. However, learners with low levels of agreeableness can also acquire the L2 in their own way (e.g., in a more independent way).
Neuroticism is the only trait found unrelated to L2 performance in the meta-analysis. Nevertheless, this does not mean neuroticism will have no impact on L2 learning. People with this personality are anxious-prone and can be easily emotional while individuals with a low score on neuroticism can be calm and emotionally stable (Costa and McCrae, 1992). Under such circumstances, neuroticism may serve as the predictor of L2 learning anxiety which can undermine students’ learning efficiency (Dewaele, 2013). 
Overall, by using the ‘Big Five’ theory, researchers have been able to systematically uncover the complex relations between personalities and L2 achievement. ‘Openness’ and ‘conscientiousness’ emerge as particularly strong predictors of L2 performance, while extraversion and agreeableness also play moderate roles. Interestingly, neuroticism appears to have no direct relationship with L2 performance, although it may indirectly influence learning through factors such as anxiety.
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