Review Article: Factors Affecting Second Language Learning

The article “Factors Affecting Second Language Learning” by Patsy M. Lightbown and Nina Spada mainly explores seven factors that have been researched in terms of their influence on the success of second language acquisition, namely, intelligence, aptitude, personality, motivation and attitude, learner preferences, learner beliefs and age of acquisition. Starting from a questionnaire about the characteristics of a “good language learner”, the authors put forward three problems and difficulties in the research on the relationship between the learner characteristics and second language acquisition: firstly, some qualities cannot be observed and measured such as motivation, the personality and even intelligence and therefore they are used as a label with varied connotations by different researchers; secondly, language proficiency is also hard to be defined and measured; and thirdly causal relationships among factors are not clearly defined. In fact, the research on the role any individual learner variable plays in the successful language learning is not satisfactory since they are complicatedly interacted and little is known about the whole organism of interrelation. This is the topic idea of the article and is well documented in every factor mentioned. The following listed below is a brief summary of it. 
The first factor intelligence, usually measured by IQ scores, is reported to be linked to second language learning. However, the authors argue that it does not necessarily contribute to the success in second language learning since intelligence is too complex to be measured on every aspect of learners’ abilities and performance. The uncertain causal relationship is also found in the study of the second factor – aptitude involving four abilities according to Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT) and the Pimsleur Language Aptitude Battery (PLAB), which shows that higher aptitude does not mean better L2 learning. The study on the third factor - learners’ personality- also leads to contradicting results although it seems that conversational skills rather than literacy could be connected with it.
A more detailed explanation on factors affecting language learning in the article is motivation and attitudes. To make it more clearly, the authors apply Robert Gardner and Wallace Lambert’s classification of two types of motivation, namely, integrative motivation and instructive motivation to the explanation of the role motivation plays in successful language learning. However, how are they related, according to the authors, cannot be indicated precisely since it is not clear which one, motivation or successful learning, is the contributing factor of the other. Besides, learners' attitude toward the language they are learning will affect how they learn it, negatively or positively, and the social dynamic and power relationship will also play a role in learning a L2 language, which makes it more difficult to see clearly how motivation contributes to success in L2 learning.  
As for the fifth factor - learner preferences or learning style, defined as "an individual’s natural, habitual, and preferred way of absorbing, processing, and retaining new information and skills" (p.35), still little research is carried out on its role in improving language learning and even the only extensively researched aspect of study on the cognitive learning style cannot prove that it is a convincing factor contributing to the success of language learning.
Another factor that is studied in great detail in the article is age of acquisition in which Critical Period Hypothesis has been a heat debate. Although numerous researches on the age factor have been conducted, the arguments on the relationship between age and L2 learning are far away being explicitly elaborated. On the one hand, it is argued that the innate biological structures of the children in critical period contribute to their success in learning L2 while their parents may rely on general learning abilities rather than the language-specific innate abilities to learn and the conditions of L2 learning are different between children who are often under little pressure and also encouraged to speak and adults who are embarrassed and frustrated to express complex ideas. On the other hand, some researchers have doubt on Critical Period Hypothesis since they find that adults perform better in L2 learning under similar circumstances and some children who begin learning L2 are not better spoken than those who start learning late. Also, successful adult learners in L2 learning are also a proof against the hypothesis. Similar contradicting findings on the age are put forward by the authors to explain the complexity of the factor-related research.
Throughout the whole part of the article the uncertainty of influence those factors have on L2 language learning exist. However, the pedagogical implications of those studies are still worth considering if teachers are willing to create a positive learning environment for L2 learners such as using co-operative rather than competitive goals and varying the activities, tasks, and materials to motivate students, no stereotype on learners with different learning styles, which is mentioned by the authors.
On the whole, the strongest point of the research is that the factors affecting second language learning are comprehensively discussed with findings of both sides, for or against, which makes the article more convincing by covering the whole picture of factors related to learners. However, there are two points that need further proving and clarifying: Firstly, the list of characteristics which are, according to the authors, “commonly thought” (p.28) is not well supported. Therefore, the author’s summary on the five main categories of characteristics in the beginning of the second part is not convincing. Secondly, factors affecting second language learning are far more complicated involving social, educational, political, psychological aspects among which learners’ characteristics are just part of it. As a matter of fact, this complexity of L2 learning not only lies in the varieties of factors, but also in the complex nature of each factor, which will be clearly seen in the detailed discussion in the latter part of the article on one of the factors – motivation.
[bookmark: _Hlk66816316][bookmark: _Hlk67401173]The factor of motivation is an extensively studied area involving environmental and cognitive factors in the field of educational psychology as well as individual and social dimensions and therefore the prerequisite of other factors (Dörnyei, 1998). This is proved by the four main stages of study on motivation and second language acquisition that will be discussed, namely, social psychological phase, cognitive-oriented phase, process-oriented phase and socio-dynamic phase.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK4]In the early study the most influential one on factors influencing L2 acquisition and learning is conducted by R. C. Gardner in his famous theoretical framework of socio-educational model based on the famous measurement called Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB). In the model, motivation, as one of the two primary individual differences variables in L2 learning, is profoundly studied. (the other is ability concerning individual’s intelligence and aptitude and related variables). For Gardner (2010), three attributes represent motivation, namely, motivation intensity, desire to learn the target language and attitudes toward learning the target language. This motivation belongs to a broader total complex of integrative motive with the other two components – integrativeness and attitudes toward the learning situation and among the five variables in the model, motivation is not only more correlated to L2 language achievement than the other four variables (attitudes toward the learning situation and integrativeness, as well as integrative and instrumental orientations) but also influenced by them, which has been proved by A.‐M. Masgoret and R. C. Gardner (2003) in their meta-analysis of studies on the model. 
[bookmark: _Hlk67426782][bookmark: _Hlk67407570][bookmark: OLE_LINK2][bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: _Hlk67427299][bookmark: _Hlk67565035][bookmark: _Hlk67571404]Gardner's social psychological approach remained dominant until the 1990 when came "a marked shift" that involves the “cognitive revolution in psychology” (Dörnyei, 2005, p. 71), making L2 motivation study into the cognitive-situated period. In 1991, Graham Crookes and Richard Schmidt published an article named ‘reopening the motivation research agenda’ in which the authors held that social psychological approach failed to distinguish between social attitude and motivation and therefore it  was hard to see the connection between L2 motivation and that in other fields, relate motivation to psychological mechanisms of SL learning and find pedagogical implications due to the "overly narrow" (Crookes & Crookes,1991, p.502) empirical methods. Starting from the appraisal of the Gardner’s socio-educational model, many cognitive-oriented theories are applied to the study of L2 motivation such as self-determination theory by Kim Noels, attribution theory by Ushioda and task motivation by Dörnyei. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK5]Under the framework self-determination theory that constitutes intrinsic orientation, extrinsic orientation and amotivation, Kim Noels (2001)’s self-determination framework studies the relationship between those orientations in L2 motivation and other factors in different context as well as the subtle difference of those orientations related to L2 variables. Compared with the other motivational model in the same period, Noel’s theory focuses on interrelationship among variables and is therefore a more systematic framework of suggesting the psychological mechanism of variables in L2 motivation. 
[bookmark: _Hlk67573437]Another cognitive-oriented theory -attribution theory that connects people’s past experience with their future achievement efforts is applied by Ushioda to the study of positive motivational thinking by exploring in a qualitative way thought processes and belief structures that effectively help L2 learner’s long-term devotion to language learning. According to Ushioda (1998), asking language learners to reflect on motivation and affective learning experience can help them raise self-awareness of positive language learning and therefore has pedagogical significance in building supportive discourse framework for language learning.
[bookmark: _Hlk67575628][bookmark: _Hlk67575301][bookmark: _Hlk67575725]The third influential cognitive-oriented theory is named by Dörnyei as task motivation. Dörnyei believes that the engagement in a certain task can "activate" "related motivational mindsets" that operates in a "dynamic task processing system" constituting "three interrelated mechanism: task execution, appraisal and action control. Dörnyei explain the processing system in a more explicit way:

“learners are engaged in executing a task, they continuously appraise the process, and when the ongoing monitoring reveals that progress is slowing, halting, or back-sliding, they activate the action control system to save or enhance the action.”
                                         (Dörnyei, 2005, p.81)

[bookmark: _Hlk67574801][bookmark: _Hlk67431687][bookmark: _Hlk67477435][bookmark: _Hlk67477511][bookmark: _Hlk67479024]For this period of motivation study, Dörnyei summarises that two broad trends contribute to the cognitive-situated motivational psychology, the first is how L2 learners think of their own in terms of their abilities, potentials and limitations as well as values; the other is the shift from the macro-motivational disposition to micro-situated analysis such as language classroom, the teacher, the curriculum, and the learner group. Studying motivation in those dynamic classrooms helps explain the variance in students' motivation since more cognitive variables are added, for example, intrinsic and extrinsic motives in self-determination theory, attributing positive and attributing negative in attribution theory and factors in task motivation (Dörnyei, 2005). In fact, as a leading researcher in motivation, Dörnyei published numerous books and articles about the field and put forward many penetrating motivation theories, among which the process model is the most influential in this period. In the process model, process refers to the dynamic feature of motivation which means motivation always undergoes changes over time and motivation can be divided into three phases, namely, preactional stage, actional stage and postactional stage, which are defined by Dörnyei (2005) as choice motivation, executive motivation and motivational retrospection respectively, whose functions and influences are listed in great detail (see figure 1). However, according to Dörnyei, there are still some problems in the process theory since the three stages are not in isolation and a number of parallel action episodes simultaneously act on. Also, other activities outside the action category mix together, making the whole picture more complex. Besides, few empirical studies have been carried under the paradigm.
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Hlk67494789]A process model of L2 motivation (Dörnyei, 2005, p.85)

[bookmark: _Hlk67665205][bookmark: _Hlk67612122][bookmark: _Hlk67612011]The fourth period of motivation study is defined by Dörnyei as socio-dynamic phase focusing on the complexity and dynamic interaction of various internal, social and contextual factors taking account of the broader modern globalised context in which Dörnyei’s famous L2 motivational Self System theory is one of the three representative frameworks. (The other two are Ushioda (2009)’s A person-in-context relational view of motivation (2009), The L2 Motivational Self System, and Dörnyei (2009) ’s Motivation from a complex dynamic systems perspective (Dörnyei, 2011), Here Self System theory will be briefly elaborated in terms of its three key elements, namely, Ideal L2 Self, Ought-to L2 Self and L2 Learning Experience. Ideal L2 self refers to the ideal image the learner will be in the future; Ought-to L2 Self refers to the image of the learner’s quality such as various duties, obligations, or responsibilities external power exert on them; L2 Learning Experience is concerned with situated stimulating elements in the immediate actual context. Each of the three L2 self has an influence on motivation, especially the Ideal L2 Self that is proved to be the central motivating factor. This theoretical framework is still influential acting as a core theory for new conceptual frameworks and Directed Motivational Currents by Christine Muir and Zoltán Dörnyei (2013) is one of the new motivational theories that arouses wide interest. In addition, the application of Self System Theory to some new fields is also stimulating such as an article on digital innovations in L2 motivation with 3D technology (Svenja Adolph et al., 2018). 
In the last decade, the study on motivation has been widely conducted in which new theories and practice are being developed, such as Higgins’s(2014) global framework of motivation, viewing motivation as an organization of value, truth, and control. conscious motivation and unconscious motivation, motivation in learning languages other than English (LOTEs), vision and imagery in the learners’ motivation, demotivation (or amotivation), Motivation and Group Dynamics, Motivational Self-Regulation, The Neurobiology of Motivation, language learners’ self-concept in motivation, teacher motivation, most of which are led by the leading figure on motivation Zoltán Dörnyei.
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CHOICE MOTIVATION

Motivational functions:

Setting goals
Forming intentions
Launching action

Main motivational influences:

Various goal properties (e.g., goal
relevance, specificity and proximity)
Values associated with the learning
process itself, as well as with its
outcomes and consequences

Attitudes towards the L2 and its
speakers

Expectancy of success and perceived
coping potential

Learner beliefs and strategies

Environmental support or hindrance

EXECUTIVE MOTIVATION

Motivational functions:

Generating and carrying out subtasks
Ongoing appraisal (of one’s achieve-
ment)

Action control (self-regulation)

Main motivational influences:

Quality of the learning experience
(pleasantness, need significance, cop-
ing potential, self and social image)

Sense of autonomy

Teachers’ and parents’ influence
Classroom reward- and goal structure
(e.g. competitive or cooperative)
Influence of the learner group
Knowledge and use of self-regulatory
strategies (e.g., goal setting, learning,
and self-motivating strategies)

MOTIVATIONAL RETROSPECTION
Motivational functions:

e Forming causal attributions

e Elaborating standards and
strategies

e Dismissing the intention and
further planning

Main motivational influences:

e Attributional factors (e.g.,
attributional styles and biases)

e Self-concept beliefs (e.g., self-
confidence and self-worth)

e Received feedback, praise,
grades





