Overview
Abstract
In the article “Factors affecting Second Language Learning”, the authors explored what could possibly constitute factors that influence second language learning. These factors are learner characteristics, including intelligence, aptitude, personality, motivation, learner preferences and beliefs and age of acquisition. Of all these characteristics, motivation and age of acquisition are discussed in greater length and under different circumstances. The authors believed that learner’s age of acquisition is what underpins how learners deal with their language learning, though some other factors such as what motivates learner to learn, difference in personality, their intelligence, etc also contribute to the efficiency and effectiveness of learning.
The authors concluded by saying it is no easy task to provide an entirely satisfactory research to solve the question once and for all. It is indeed difficult even just to single out the most decisive factors because the definitions of these characteristics remain to be clarified with different people interpreting them slightly differently. Also, on analysing these factors, we find them usually interwoven, so much so that they are reciprocally influencing in the process of L2 learning.

Research difficulty
At the start of the article, the authors pointed out in the research of second language learning, there are three problems that remain to be solved, the problems of categorisation, definition and causality. 
The problem of categorisation has to do with the fact that of the five categorises used in analysing leaner characteristics (motivation, aptitude, personality, intelligence and preferences), the boundary between them is not clear-cut enough. Same features may fall into more than one category at the same time and thus are difficult to be singled out and studied independently. 
As a result of the blurring boundaries, there comes the second problem, the problem of definition. An epitome is that in labelling the same sets of behavioural traits, different researchers might resort to different names, hence misconceptions ensue.
Even if researchers agree on the terms used in analysis, there is also the third problem that complicates situation, the problem of causality. The causality problem refers to the situation where researchers wrongfully contribute the occurrence of something (success or failure in the case of L2 learning) to a certain characteristic without considering that there might be some other features at play.
 
Learner characteristics
Intelligence
Intelligence has long been associated with language performance. Traditionally, it is believed that higher intelligence would always result in better linguistic performance. Genesee (1976) found the correlation between the two is stronger in reading, grammar and vocabulary but a lot weaker in oral productive skills.  To generalise, intelligence is a valid indicator of learning performance in terms of analytic skills, as is measured by verbal IQ tests. It does not help as much in cultivating communicative ability. 
Aptitude
I personally find aptitude the most intriguing character of L2 study. 
Some scholars (Grigorenko, Sternberg & Ehrman, 2000) pointed out that by observing alone, one could notice there are people who could learn a second language either easier, faster, better or even all. As Dörnyei and Skehan (2003, p590) put it, such an ability to learn L2 well could be summarised as linguistic aptitude. It is considered independent of intelligence (Carroll, 1993; Skehan, 1989) and existing on the ground that with aptitude, one can distinguish themselves from the rest. 
With regard to its substance, different scholars have different while somehow overlapping concepts to cover them. Carroll (1993) conceptualised aptitude as containing multiple-components spanning from sounds to memory. They said learner aptitude inlcudes:1) the phonemic coding ability, the ability to make sense of unfamiliar sound to keep them in mind; 2) the grammatical sensitivity, the ability to sort out the roles of part of speech in sentences; 3) inductive language learning ability, the ability to generate new setences from given corpus; 4) associative memory, the ability to creat connections in memory. 
The authors’ categorisation was different in name but similar in reality. According to the authors, aptitude consists of four types of abilities: the abilities to recognise and remember new sounds, to figure out the syntactic categories in a sentence, to understand grammar and to memorise new vocabulary. The two models both point to making sense of sounds, memorising and grammarticising.
One of reason I find aptitude intriguing is because of my experience both as a student and as a teacher. As a freshman I received a course of English articulation and was assigned to partner a classmate to colearn the course. Other factors (learning strategies, time of learning, etc.) being equal, our learning outcomes had been dramatically different. My classmate had not been able to distinguish between close and near close front unrounded vowels and it took me years to be able to make sense of the dental fricatives. The same goes to my teaching experience where I taught a group of students to prunounce properly with each student progressing at different speed, having different problems and personalising different solutions. I was also bewildered by the phonomenon that however hard I tried, some instructions just slipped through their ears and some of them never managed to make the sounds.
What surprised me about aptitude is that it could be fostered. Take the group of students mentioned above, a research was conducted in their first year to test how well they recognised and pronounced the voiced palato-alveolar fricative(the ʒ sound as in vision or pleasure). It was found that one third of them managed to pronounce the sound. The test was conducted again three years later, this time by dividing students into two group depending on the second foreign language in which they minored (half minoring in French and the rest minoring in Japanese). The percentage of stundets who correctly recognised and pronounced the sound increased by half. What is worthy of discussion is that despite their personal efforts, those who did not pass the first but managed to pass the second test came exclusively from the French group. 
Other factors being by and large equal, what attributed to their increased phonemic coding ability? An educated guess is that by being immersed in French where the ʒ sound has higher frequency than English, those students became sufficiently familiarised with the sound. By the time they were tested, such exisitng knowledge could be naturally transferred to English learning. The Japanese group on the other hand, had made no imrpovement because that sound does not exist in Japanese phonology.
But the role aptitude plays in second language learning varies under different circumstances. As is intelligence, language aptitude is not relevant as a factor when it comes to learning in a communicative approach. Knowing students’ aptitude will help teacher better adjust their methods of teaching to maximise the effect.

Personality
The authors proposed though the effect personality has on second language learning is certain, to demonstrate them is complex. They cited extroversion as an example, stating studies targeting at the same personality might end up with contradictory results. This is largely a problem of inconsistent definition.
Also, there is causal problem in many studies of personality. In the case of inhibition and its negativity on L2 learning, the authors noticed and argued that many experiments were way off real classroom situation and at the same time we have not figured out whether the failure of L2 learning is really a consequence of reservation to learn or it is simply a matter of poor linguistic performance. 

Motivation and attitudes
Just as studies of personality do, researches focusing on motivation and attitudes suffer from the same problem that there is no certain way to single out the most effective factors in L2 learning. The authors claimed even though there is correlation between positive attitudes and successful learning, the exact degree of such positivity in correlation could hardly be quantified. Nor have we found out the causality between them: is positive attitude the reason or the result of successful learning outcome, or both?
With regard to the substance of “motivation”, the authors concluded that it is consisted of two factors: learners’ need of communication and attitude towards native speakers of the L2. The more urgent, intense the need is, the better the performance. Motivation may also vary depending on the social dynamic or power relationship between languages. The similar conclusion applied to attitude. A favourable attitude towards the language community helps learner acquire the language faster. The authors also elaborated on the relation between motivation and attitude, saying if motivations are mostly extrinsic, namely from without, attitudes towards the language and its learning tend to be negative.
Regardless of the difficulty in studying motivation and attitudes, the authors believed they are of great significance in the classroom setting. Researches (Graham Crookes and Richard Schmidt,1991) point out that motivation studies could be applied to increase pedagogical performance. Teachers could motivate students to learn by designing more unrepetitive activities, tasks or materials and encouraging students to learn together instead of against each other. 

Learner preferences
Learning preferences is a learner’s liking towards certain educational modalities over others. It could be reflected by the primary approaches a learner would resort to whenever they are acquiring new knowledge. 
The authors said there are generally three types of learners: visual learners prefer to learn by seeing; aural learners learn by hearing; kinaesthetic learners learn faster in actions.
Other than the three categories of learner preferences, there are some other distinction between learning styles as well. For instance, learning styles by filed (in)dependence, by temperament or personality, etc. 

Learner beliefs
Unlike learner preferences of which some learners are not aware, the authors argued that learner beliefs are generally held by whoever learns a language. The concept refers to learner’s perception of what constitutes the best learning. It is formed by their past experiences. An example the authors cited is that of Carlo Yorio’s research (1986) in which students were discontent with pure communicative and interactive with explicit instructions lacking. It is a reflection of the fact that even prior to class commencing, learners have their opinions towards what the best is for them without necessarily being guided by teachers.

Age of acquisition
Age of acquisition has long been a centre of discussion. It is however, still subject to debates concerning its correlation with learning outcome. In learning L2, children are said to reach higher level of proficiency, especially in terms of their pronunciation. Adult learner, on the other hand, would end up speaking a very distinguishable L2 from native speaker. An explanation of this learner differences is CPH, critical period hypothesis. The hypothesis argues children learn L2 with their innate capacities. Such capacities are usually more effective in language learning but will decrease as people age. Adult rely more on general learning skills which are believed to be not as efficient in language learning.
The CPH was initially used to explain why older people tend to reach their phonological ceiling earlier than children do when it comes to L2 learning. It later was expanded in fields other than accent. For instance, Mark Patkowski (1980) studied the spoken English of 67 highly educated immigrants to the US who started their English learning at various ages. Mark discovered that those learning English before puberty homogenously scored to the native-like level while post-puberty learner displayed a wider range of variety. 
Another instance is the study aiming at how CPH affected learners’ ability to construct grammatical knowledge (Johnson and Newport, 1989). Likewise, there was found to be a strong correlation between grammatical sensitivity and age of learning English. Pre-puberty learners had a homogenous native-like language ability while the post-puberty learners differ greatly across the test.
These two studies demonstrate how age of acquisition affects learners’ language performance not only with regard to accents, as many have already noticed, but from a broader, biological point of view.  
But the biological difference is not the whole story of age of acquisition. The authors argued that psychological factors also set in. Compared with children, adult learners have less time to accumulate their language knowledge and are under pressure to speak in a refined manner.  
At the same time, there are challenges to CPH. There are studies showing older learners to be more efficient in L2 learning under some circumstances. Snow and Hoefnagel- Höhle (1978) conducted a comprehensive research testing the language proficiency of learners of Dutch as L2. Somewhat a rebuke to the CPH, the results indicated that adults learned at a faster pace at the beginning of their L2 learning and that adolescents, not younger children, were most successful learners throughout the entire process. Despite some other interpretations of the results, the study serves as a fact the CPH is not an ultimate decree thata is universally accepted. It is also under constantly review and challenged.
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