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I. An Overview of the Article
In ‘ Factors Affecting Second Language Learning’ ( Candlin, C. N and Mercer, N (2000)),  Lightbown and Spada (2000) reviewed research on factors contributing to learner differences in second language acquisition, examining the findings and limitations of these studies, which need further consideration and exploration.
“Why are some learners more successful than others?”  It is the key issue in the discussion of learner differences in second language learning. Also, it is a topic that has interested language teachers for decades. Despite the impact of language factors, the discussion of learner differences can be beneficial in guiding teachers to make appropriate choices in teaching strategies and designing class activities for different groups of students.
Exploring the correlation between learner differences and language learning outcomes is a common approach in studying factors, but the investigation is far more complicated than it may seem, as Lightbown and Spada (2000) indicated. Firstly, it is difficult to isolate a single variable of learner differences from others, as these factors are often interrelated. As a result, it can be challenging to determine the specific impact of a single factor on a learner's success. Moreover, there may be different classifications for one aspect of learners’ characteristics due to different methods and even different definitions in different studies. Finally, while quantitative studies can provide correlations between factors and learning success, it is impossible to infer causal relationships between independent variables of learners' differences while excluding the influence of other factors, even with careful definition and measurement.  As a result, it is challenging to predict the effect of individual differences on language learning success.In the essay, Lightbown and Spada (2000) discussed two main influential factors on second language learning : age and learners’ characteristics which could be classified further into 5 main categories: intelligence, aptitude, personality, motivation and learner preferences (29). 
Studies on learners' characteristics are discussed first. It is a common practice to build correlations between variables to examine the influence of some factors on second language acquisition.  However, there are potential risks to consider, despite the apparent simplicity of the procedure. The first problem is the definition and measurement of the learners’ characteristics. Factors such as motivation or intelligence include a wide range of behaviors or qualities and many of them are interconnected. They are artificially conceptualized by different researchers and may vary due to different classifications and different definitions. Different conceptualizations of the variables may lead to different results. Therefore, the results measured depended heavily on researchers’ knowledge and experiences and it would be doubtful how the results in studies reflect the real situation of a learner’s characteristics. Another problem is the definition and measurement of language proficiency. As the authors suggested, the findings of studies may contradict each other possibly because different aspects of language were tested in different studies. The last problem is a cause-and-effect relationship between two variables could not be inferred solely based on their correlations. Factors that are significantly correlated don't automatically imply that one is causing the other. 
As for intelligence,  the same risk is embedded in the measurement of “Intelligence”. As the authors indicated, intelligence covered various strategies and abilities and can never be simply measured or represented by a traditional IQ test.Different from controvertial measurement of Intelligence, aptitude seems to be much easier to observe. The core quality is learning fast. It has been widely explored by different researchers and the Modern LanguageAptitudeTest (MLAT) and the Pimslcur Language Aptitude Battery (PLAR) were most widely used (Lightbown and Spada, 2000). However, earlier studies revealed a significant correlation between aptitude and language learning while latter studies found no significant correlation between the two variables. A possible reason explained by the authors may be different requirements on  abilities under different teaching approaches (e.g. grammar translation/ audiolingual vs. communicative approach). Also, the aptitude covers componets of a variety of abilities. A learner may be good at some componets while performed poorly at other components. Their aptitude may be varied due to tasks tested and it may cause problems in deciding the influence of one’s aptitude in different learning tasks. Although there is no consistent relation between aptitude and language learning, it would be beneficial for teachers to get insights or advice in choosing proper classroom instructions and activities in considering a certain aspect of students’s aptitude profile. 
In discussing the relationship between personality and second language acquisition, there is no clear and consistent correlation between the two variables owing to difficulties in identifying and measuring personality traits. As the authors implied,  different aspects of language ability measured in various studies lead to mixed findings. Some studies suggested that personality may play a significant role in the acquisition of communicative abilities rather than literacy abilities. Nevertheless, despite the inconsistency in findings, personality is considered an important factor in second language acquisition, and it appears to be more consistently related to communicative ability than grammatical accuracy or metalinguistic knowledge.
As for motivation, while research has indicated that positive attitudes and motivation are associated with success in second language acquisition, the exact nature of this relationship remains unclear. Motivation is commonly defined as learners' communicative needs and attitudes towards the second language community and different types of motivation, such as interpretive and instrumental motivation, which have been found to be related to success in second language acquisition. However, learners' motivation can be adversely impacted by external pressures to learn the language. In addition, social dynamics and power relationships between languages can also affect learners' motivation and attitudes toward second language learning, particularly for minority groups. It is important to acknowledge that children and adults are sensitive to these social factors, which should be considered when exploring variables that influence success in language learning.Furthermore, learners' preferences for learning, whether based on learning style or beliefs about language learning, should be taken into account by teachers in order to help learners to develop their language learning strategies. 
Finally, the age at which a learner begins to learn the second language is another important factor to consider. The relationship between a learner's age and success in second language acquisition has been a hot topic for years. Unlike other characteristics of learner differences, age is a variable that is relatively easier to define and measure, but there are different accounts for different learning outcomes and learning processes in different age groups. The Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH) provides an explanation based on brain development, indicating that there is a time, which may end around puberty, when language learning success could be easily achieved, similar to one's first language, due to brain plasticity (36). However, the CPH has been challenged as it is mainly supported by positive evidence on learners' phonological development and lacks evidence on other aspects of language, such as syntax or morphology (Mark Patkowski, 1980). Despite biological differences in human brains, learners of different age groups may face different learning conditions, such as time, opportunities, or pressure. 
After reviewing the studies related to learner differences, Lightbown and Spada (2000)  implied that it was not easy task to investigate the individual factors involved in language learning and present research outcomes might not be satisfactory. 
II. Discussion of the Learner’s Age
I’m interested in the age of acquisition among all the learners’ differences as Lightbown and Spada summarized “The learner’s age is one of the characteristics which determine the way in which an individual approaches second language learning” (2000:42). However, there are some different understanding or findings to one of the influential claims— the Critical Period Hypothesis(CPH) (Singleton and Pfenninger, 2018).
The Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH) is a widely debated claim that aims to explain the influence of age on language learning from a biological perspective of brain development. Initially proposed in first language acquisition, it suggests a critical time period for people to acquire their first language, after which the human brain loses its plasticity and acquisition becomes impossible (Penfield, 1959). This claim is supported by the tragic example of Genie, who did not start learning her first language until she was thirteen and was unable to acquire it like other native speakers (Saville-Troike, 2006). Lenneberg (1967) extended this concept of the critical period to second language acquisition and suggested that puberty is the critical period, after which native-like pronunciation becomes impossible. The claim is also supported by many cases of differential effects of brain damage on different languages, and differential impairments in the same language, suggesting different elements of language are located in separate parts of the brain. 
For nearly 40 years, the CPH was quite popular and influential in second language acquisition and EFL teaching. Take China as an example. The Chinese government revised the curriculum of English for elementary education with the adoption of the Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH), which led to changes in the age at which students started learning English. While students in the 1990s typically started learning English in junior middle school, in the 21st century, they started learning English at a much younger age of 6 or 9. However, the effectiveness of these policy changes has not been ideal. Contrary to the assumed advantages of starting to learn English early, many young learners got less motivated to learn English without appropriate instructions. There are many factors contributing to this situation, we can learn a lesson that policy-makers and teachers need to be cautious when interpreting findings from studies.
The CPH has been examined and challenged for decades. Bialystok's (1997) studies found that maturational factors are not the determining factor in L2 learning success, but cross-linguistic differences between L1 and L2 are significant. Seliger (1978) and Long (1990) argued that there are multiple periods that place constraints on different aspects of language acquisition, such as phonology versus syntax(cited in Saville-Troike, 2006). Newport (1990) suggests that younger learners may be more successful in informal and naturalistic L2 learning contexts, while older learners may be more successful in formal instructional settings. One reason younger learners may develop more native-like grammatical intuitions is that they are in a non-analytic processing mode. Recent research suggests that the brain can be changeable throughout life depending on one's experience (Gutchess, 2014; Ramírez Gómez, 2017; Raz & Lindenberger, 2013 cited in Singleton and Pfenninger, 2018) and some recent evidence implied details in Lennebery’s claims of lateralization were not true (Singleton and Pfenninger, 2018:257). The aging of the brain cannot account for the phenomenon that younger learners seemed to have more advantages than other learners. Other factors may contribute to one’s acquisition of a language such as the development of linguistic-cultural identity in immigrant families and socio-affective factors (Singleton and Pfenninger, 2018:259-260).
III. Conclusion and Implications
Lightbown and Spada's (2000) article provided an overview of studies on learners’ differences in second language acquisition while Singleton and Pfenninger’s (2018) article revealed misreported and under-researched dimensions of the age factor in language learning which need further examination and exploration. Both articles highlighted the significance of assessing research not only in terms of its conclusions but also in terms of its context and potential constraints or limitations.  While findings from second language acquisition research can be useful for language teaching and learning, it is essential to examine the conceptualization of variables, the procedure, the context of the research, etc. A straightforward correlation may be not as simple as what is assumed because factors in second language acquisition are far more complicated due to their complex nature and the conceptualization or measurement was not an easy task. EFL Teachers and policymakers should carefully evaluate the context of the study and any other potential constraints before applying them to their teaching contexts.
On the other hand, while predicting general learning success based on learner differences is challenging, a thorough understanding of learner differences may help teachers take different teaching strategies to enhance teaching efficiency. Teachers aware of these differences can gain insights from research and adjust their teaching methods to create an environment that supports learners with varying characteristics. 
In conclusion, it is crucial to critically evaluate research in second language acquisition and consider both its strengths and limitations. By doing so, we can make informed decisions about how to apply research findings to language teaching and learning practices. 
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