A Review on Factors Affecting Second Language Learning

Abstract: This article presents a review of the chapter, “Factors Affecting Second Language Learning” and lays emphasis on discussing the role of age in second language acquisition based on affirmative and negative studies conducted concerning critical period hypothesis as the study of the age in second or foreign language learning is of great theoretical and practical significance. After examining the foundations of the research that is functioned as evidence in arguments for and against the existence of the Critical Period Hypothesis in second language acquisition, it is concluded that age is a key factor in second language acquisition.  
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1. Introduction
Second language learning is complicated, and each learner has his own characteristics which will influence the outcome of second language learning. In the second chapter in 2000, “Factors Affecting Second Language Learning”, authors Patsy M. Lightbrown and Nina Spada describes factors involved in second language learning which may affect the success of language acquisition through demonstrating previous studies on factors, like motivations, attitude and age. It is concluded that the findings of previous research are not completely satisfactory because it is difficult to investigate individual learner variables owing to the shortage of plain definitions and methods for the individual characteristics as well as the profound correlation among learner variables. In all, this chapter is a review of the factors which play important roles in the process of learning a second or foreign language and illustrates studies conducted on each factor in a comprehensive way. Although most of the research on each factor are inconsistent or even contradictory with each other, the author still believes that the results of those studies offer great insights for language educators to understand factors on the success of language learning. Accordingly, it will provide guidelines for language teachers to take into consideration those factors to construct a learning environment in which ideally all language learners can succeed in learning a second or a foreign language. This article will begin with factors in second language learning based on the chapter and then put emphasis on discussing the role of age by analyzing previous studies. 
   
2. Factors in second language learning 
It is believed that learners possess certain characteristics which affect the proficiency of their language learning. In the chapter, the authors give a detailed explanation about the factors which are widely accepted to influence the success of second language acquisition. These factors include intelligence, aptitude, personality, motivation and attitude, learner preferences, learner beliefs as well as age of acquisition. According to some studies, it is proved that intelligence which refers to one’s ability to learn, understand and deal with new situations is strongly related to certain kinds of second language abilities. Aptitude denoting one’s capability in language learning is also believed to be relevant to the process of second language acquisition. Personality concerning one’s personal characteristics will also play a role in second language acquisition. For example, according to common observation, an extroverted person tends to be more suitable in language learning than an introverted one. Motivation being learners’ desire and stimulus for learning a foreign language is a hot debated factor. Two types of motivation, namely, integrative motivation and instrumental motivation (Gardner, Wallace Lambert,1972), have shown to be linked with second language learning by research. It is founded that positive attitudes and motivation do relate to success in second language learning (Gardner 1985). Learner preferences denoting clear inclinations for how they do with learning a second language also affect the result of second language acquisition. Learner beliefs are beliefs and opinions hold by learners concerning the way of language knowledge being instructed. Learner preference will determine their learning strategies being adopted which eventually influence the outcome of second language acquisition. Last but not the least, age also affects second language learning according to some research and our daily observation. Although it is hard to predict exactly how each factor influence the outcome of second language learning owing to its complexity, all these factors about individual’s characteristics do play roles in the process of second language learning. 

3. The role of age in second language learning
Among all the learner variables being discussed in the chapter, a factor which is easier in defining and measuring than others is age. It is broadly observed that the outcomes of language learning vary among children, adolescents and adults. What’s more, a great number of studies have been conducted to find out the mystery behind the phenomenon. Famous neuropsychologists Penfield and Roberts (1959) interpret the critical period theory from the perspective of biology, thus concluding that children’s language acquisition ability is related to brain development. Lenneburg has proposed Critical Period Hypothesis (Henceforth CPH) which suggests that there is a period in human development when the brain is predisposed for success in language learning (1967). He believes that the best age to learn language is between two years old and before the onset of puberty and language acquisition becomes difficult after that period. A critical period existing in first language acquisition is widely accepted, while whether there is a critical period for second language acquisition (SLA) as in first language acquisition has been controversial and continues to be a hotly discussed topic. Fruitful studies have been carried out to test the existence of the critical period in SLA, either with positive or negative empirical proof. Some studies have been conducted to justify it, while others challenge it. It is significant to study CPH in second language acquisition as it will shed light on the optimal age for a child to start second language learning and offer guidance for how the instruction is delivered according to learners of different age groups.  

3.1 Affirmative research on CPH in SLA 
In addition to Penfield and Roberts (1959)’s evidence for it from biological and neuroglial foundations, scholars also support it with a large number of data and experimental results. 
Johnson and Newport (1989) employs an auditory grammatical judgement test to find out the differences of their English proficiency between two groups. The experiment group are American immigrants with Chinese or Korean as their mother tongue and the age is between 3 and 39 years old, and the average time of contact with English is 10 years. The control group consists of a group of native English speakers. By comparing the difference between two groups, the experiment proves that their English level does decline with the increase of the initial age of contact with English, but the experiment finds that the decline of second language learning begins at the age of 7. 
Afterwards, doubting that the worse performance of the older arrivals is caused by their difficulty with English grammar or by extragrammatical features associated with an auditory task, Johnson(1992) changes the test manner by using an untimed written version of the same task to test the same subjects who has participated in the previous study. A strong negative correlation is still revealed between age of learners and performance on the written test. Once again, through a duplication study, the same result is gained to support that a critical period also does exist in second language acquisition.
Newport (1990) believes that cognitive immaturity is beneficial to language learning. The learning ability associated with maturity has a peak in a certain stage. If it exceeds this stage, it will begin to decline.
Based on the biological, neurological, and evolutionary bases as well as empirical data these studies offer solid evidence that a critical period for language acquisition is not confined within first language acquisition but extends its influence on second language acquisition.  
  
3.2 Negative research on CPH in SLA
As CPH in SLA has received quite a bit of support from some empirical studies, it also has been challenged by some harsh criticisms. 
For example, Birdsong (1992) refutes the existence of the critical period of second language acquisition. He uses syntactic judgment as the experimental material to test French second language learners whose mother tongue is English. Generally speaking, although the older adult learners are not as good as the younger ones, some people who start to learn French even after puberty, their syntactic judgment ability is no less than the local language level, indicating that age is not an absolute factor in determining foreign language learning effectiveness. 
Similarly, Singleton (1995) points out that five percent of adult bilinguals achieve native-like fluency after beginning their studies when they are well into adulthood-long after the end of any critical period and claims that there is no critical period for learning second language vocabulary.
From above analysis, it is shown that the debate on the existence of a critical period in second language learning is caused by different research methods, types of subjects, evaluation methods, test materials as well as research bases. Judging from two sides of studies, we may find that both groups of studies are supported by empirical studies, but the evidence for CPH is more persuasive in theoretical base as follows:
Neurolinguistics and neuroscience
People lose flexibility with the lateralization of brain function after birth. Some of the brain nerve tissues necessary for language learning cannot be reached after the critical period. The results of behavioral and electrophysiological studies reveal that some of the nervous systems in charge of language processing are constrained by mature changes even in early childhood, which affects second language learning starting after puberty.
The theory of maturity
The enhancement of processing ability brought about by maturity brings about adverse reactions of adaptation. 
Universal Grammar
Universal Grammar claims that there is an innate language acquisition device of human brain which can help people learn language quickly. Language ability, like other physiological structures of human body, gradually matures with age and has a certain period of maturity. The end of the critical period means the loss of universal grammar.
Therefore, age is a key factor in second language learning though there are still some other factors playing a part in second language acquisition interactively. 

4. Conclusion
Based on the chapter, “Factors Affecting Second Language Learning”, this article discusses factors concerning second language acquisition, including intelligence, aptitude, personality, motivation and attitude, learner preferences, learner beliefs and age. Then the role of age is argued through demonstrating and examining the prior studies for and against the existence of CPH in SLA and it is found that age is a key factor in second language acquisition because of its solid evidence in theory, namely, biological, neurological, and evolutionary foundations together with some empirical studies. In short, not only age, but also other factors interactively affect the success of second langue learning. Therefore, in the second language teaching, we’d better take into consideration these factors and adopt appropriate and effective teaching methods according to the characteristics of different age groups to gain better outcomes of language instruction.
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