A Critical Review of Factors Affecting Second Language Learning

Second language learning, as an intricate and systematic process, is generally considered to be influenced by many learner factors that interact with each other. To see how different learner characteristics influence second language learning, Lightbown and Spada (2000) made a review of previous researches, drew their tentative conclusions and put forward implications to learners as well as teachers. In light of their article, this critical review presents a brief overview of the factors, discusses “learner preference” in detail, and gives an overall response in the end.
1. Overview of the Factors
[bookmark: OLE_LINK13][bookmark: OLE_LINK14][bookmark: OLE_LINK9][bookmark: OLE_LINK10][bookmark: OLE_LINK7][bookmark: OLE_LINK8][bookmark: OLE_LINK11][bookmark: OLE_LINK12]Among all the learner characteristics, Lightbown and Spada (2000) made the most elaborate review and discussion of age, one factor closely connected with the Critical Period Hypothesis. The role of age in second language learning is a much-debated topic, as demonstrated in the three studies in the article. The importance of the critical period is supported by Patkowski (1980) from the spoken perspective and Johnson and Newport (1989) from the grammatical perspective, but is denied by Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle (1978). Lightbown and Spada (2000) tried to find something consistent between the two viewpoints by taking the goal for second language learning into consideration. To be more specific, when the objective is to have the full native-like attainment of a second language, age is crucial, thus it would be better if the learner is completely immersed in the language environment as early as possible. On the other hand, when the goal is to acquire basic communicative ability, with the learner’s native language remaining the primary one, age is not that critical, so it may be more effective to start second language learning later (Lightbown and Spada, 2000).
[bookmark: OLE_LINK15][bookmark: OLE_LINK16]Meanwhile, Lightbown and Spada (2000) regarded motivation and aptitude for second language learning as determining factors in the rate of learning as well as the ultimate success. The increase and decrease of motivation are closely related to learners’ identity, attitudes, social environment and power relationship between the languages. Both integrative and instrumental types of motivation, as coined by Gardner and Lambert (1972), play a role in the success of second language learning. In terms of aptitude, it is revealed that when teaching through grammar translation or audiolingual methods, strong relationship is found between language learning and performance, but when focusing on meaning as in communicative approach, such relationship is gone.
Intelligence and personality are deemed to be more complex factors in that they are hard to identify and measure due to their general and universal nature. As stated by Lightbown and Spada (2000, p. 31), intelligence measured by IQ tests, may be a strong factor in language analysis and rule learning, but a weaker one in communication and interaction. In a similar way, personality can be a major factor in mastering conversational skills, but not in literacy skills. Thus the role of the two factors remains to be researched to see a clearer picture.
Learner belief and learner preference were two factors calling for more empirical research at the time when Lightbown and Spada’s article (2000) was written. For learner belief, the available research indicated that they can be strong mediating factors in second language learning process (Lightbown and Spada, 2000, p. 35). For learner preference, it is revealed that learners can be divided into different types with their preferred ways of absorbing and processing new information (Reid, 1995). Lightbown and Spada (2000, p. 35) proposed that little research has investigated the relationship between learning styles and the success in second language learning. But from that time on, numerous studies have been focusing on the topic, as illustrated in the next section.
2. Learner Preference
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Reid (1995) held that learners can be divided into different types from the perspective of their preferred ways of absorbing, processing, and retaining new information and skills. “Learner preference” in this context, is “learning style preference” in essence. Based on characters and manifestations, Reid (1995) categorized learning styles into three parts: perceptual learning styles, cognitive learning styles and affective or temperament learning styles, among which the perceptual layer (e.g., auditory, visual, tactile, kinesthetic styles) drew most attention.
As one part of the whole picture of factors affecting second language learning, learning style is found to be closely related to other learner variables. Dörnyei and Ryan (2015, p.138) indicated that learning styles, as an interactive conceptualization of learner characteristics, can be held in the halfway position of between personality, strategies and ability. In other words, various aspects of learner characteristics work together to form learning preferences. Dunn (1996) put that learning preferences may change over time as they are developmental and alter with maturity. This could be due to motivation levels, perceptual elements and cognitive abilities strengthen with age. Besides, Dörnyei (2001) found that the effective use of learning styles can keep motivational levels sustained in the learning situation. This may encourage learners and enable their motivational goals to be accomplished.
Before 2000, little empirical research has explored the role of learning styles in the success of second language learning. But over the last years, many scholars have devoted themselves to studying how learning style and learning strategy are linked. Some of them stepped further to see the whether there is a correlation between learning style and language achievement.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]To begin with, as discovered by many researches, learning style is closely related to learning strategy, the latter comprising learners’ external behaviours or methods to improve their learning scores and efficiency. As stated by Lightbown and Spada (2000, p. 35), learning style preferences influence the choice of learning strategies in processing new materials. In this sense, the biggest difference between learning style and learning strategy is the stability. Learning style indicates the intrinsic characteristics of learning activities, which may not be perceived by learners themselves and to some extent, is hard to change. In contrast, learning strategy is dynamic as a specific measure or an extrinsic skill to optimize their achievements and efficiency, which would usually be noticed. In general, learning styles are made manifest by learning strategies (Ehrman et al. 2003, p. 315). Despite the difference, learning strategies are strongly affected by learning styles and both of these two factors are crucial components in learning process.
In the past decades, an accumulative number of studies have attempted to explore the relationship between learning style and second language proficiency. Some of them propose that learning styles do not make difference to language achievement. For example, Islam and Mahavidyalaya (2019) reported that there is no significant correlation between learning styles and second language achievement. This agrees with the studies by many researchers such as Afshar et al. (2016), Bicer (2014), and Taheri et al. (2019).
The findings contradict the demonstration by Oxford (2003), who emphasized that each style preference provides significant benefits for learning, and that the identification of the style preferences for a specific task and the application of them are of great importance for learners. Similarly, scholars have found that students with a combination of certain learning styles (Moenikia and Zahed-Babelan, 2010) or the ability to rely on different learning styles (Castro and Peck, 2005) tend to have better achievement in language learning.
As seen above, the results of previous studies show some inconsistencies. The reasons for this are twofold. First, it is due to the complexity of learning style itself. Most people are affected by a number of learning style variables. In a single- or dual-dimensional model, the very variable that actually affect the learning outcomes might be undetected. Second, each investigation is conducted with different subjects on different occasions, in which the methodologies have different reliability and consistency.
However, most researches seem to agree that providing tasks and materials in learners’ preferred learning style improves learning. In other words, when there is a match between students’ learning styles and teachers’ instructional methods, successful learning would most likely to come. As highlighted by Peacock (2001) and Reid (1995), a mismatch between teaching approach and learning styles may lead to demotivation during the process and learning failure as a result. Based on this notion, researchers have been exploring the practical value of learning styles in classroom settings. The well-recognized premise is that no one learning style is intrinsically better than others and that though somewhat stable, learning styles can be manipulated through experience and instruction.
For learners, they can adjust their learning strategies in a timely manner according to the characteristics of their preferred learning styles to obtain the maximum learning benefits. For teachers, it is of importance to understand the student’s learning style in the process of teaching (Peacock, 2001; Reid,1995). With the identification of students’ preference, teachers can provide them with opportunities to train and develop their learning style. For example, diverse materials catering for different learning styles can be offered when presenting the lessons, during which teachers make creative use of them for most students to learn in in ways that match their styles.
3. Overall Response
To begin with, the authors are reasonable in differentiating objectives of second language learning when analyzing the role of factors. Though most studies define “success in second language learning” as the highest possible level of second language attainment, it should not be neglected that for most people whose native language will remain the primary language, the success of second language learning is simply achieving basic communicative ability (Lightbown, 2000). In recent years, evidence has shown that language learning strategies and self-motivation strategies can promote the efficiency of second language learning, even when the so-called “critical period” passed (Gregersen and Macintyre, 2014). More and more researches seem to agree that most people can achieve success in second language learning, with success meaning the mastery of adequate communicative ability.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK21][bookmark: OLE_LINK22]Second, it is justifiable that Lightbown and Spada (2000, p.42) regarded learner variables to be interacting with each other in complex ways. All the variables are in a constant change, impacting each other dynamically. Therefore, they should be seen as a constellation of variables rather that single entities (Dörnyei and Ryan, 2015). The viewpoint is consistent with Sun’s statement (2019, p. 1022) that learner factors affecting second language learning are inter-connected, interacting and inter-promoting.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK19][bookmark: OLE_LINK20]In the past decades, learner variables and their interdependency have more and more found its way into the realm of psychology and neuroscience. Educational psychologists have been trying to identify factors of learners’ psychology and measure them to predict the effectiveness of language learning. Meanwhile, neuroscientists have found that neurotransmitter dopamine play a role in affecting attributes such as language learning motivation, learning style preference and so on.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK17][bookmark: OLE_LINK18]In the meantime, it should be noted that second language learning is not only affected by internal factors as demonstrated in the article, but also by various external factors, or so-called environmental or social factors. The recognition of these external factors is seen in Lightbown and Spada’s article (2000), for example, they maintained that people are subject to social dynamics and power relationships. Meanwhile, learners can make rapid progress in second language learning when they can interact with native speakers in various contexts on a daily basis. However, the authors did not define and discuss these external factors in a separate part. It is now generally recoganized that factors affecting second language learning enter into intricate interactions, both with each other and with the environment, such as political, economic, cultural and technological environment (Dörnyei and Skehan, 2003). Besides, learners need sufficient exposure to comprehensible input as established in Krashen’s Input Hypothesis (Krashen, 1985). The importance of exposure is also emphasized by Singleton and Pfenninger (2018) who claimed that later starters can learn a second language as well as earlier starters with a similar length of exposure. However, there is no denying that ultimately all external factors or exposure need to take effect through internal factors on learning process.
Finally, we should consider the extent to which the analysis of these factors can be applicable to classroom settings. Lightbown and Spada (2000) are undoubtedly right in asserting that teachers should make their activities and tasks sufficiently varied to accommodate different learners’ characteristics. Indeed, many educators and linguists have put forward similar suggestions. However, most of these suggestions are in some sense vague and abstract. In real classroom settings, there are many practical obstacles which may prevent teachers from implementing these suggestions, such as the need to achieve curricular goals, the burden of preparing more materials that would cater for different learner profiles and the unfeasibility of individualization in large classes (Biedroń and Pawlak, 2016, p. 412). Therefore, more specific and consistent researches on how the understanding of learner differences can be incorporated into the design of classroom tasks are still in need. Only based on this can more clear-cut and feasible pedagogical implications be put forward to guide teachers to effectively adjust their instructional practices.
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