Factors Affecting Second Language Learning
And Enlightenment for My Teaching

According to Patsy M. Lightbrown and Nina Spada, there are several factors that can affect L2 acquisition. They are learners’ intelligence, aptitude, personality, motivation and attitude, learner preferences, learner beliefs, age of acquisition, ect. This essay will review Patsy’s attitude towards those factors, meanwhile show my opinion on one of the key factors and finally summary the enlightenment I get from all those reading. 
For the factor intelligence, a variety of intelligence tests are used in recent studies to analyze the intellectual influences to L2 acquisition. However, many measures of intelligence can just test certain kinds of second language abilities instead of other abilities and strengths of learners. This explained why there are so many learners who had success L2 acquisition but had a bad poor performance in other subjects, whilst some top students with excellent academic performance can’t get successful L2 acquisition. Since we can’t find a definite and direct relationship between intelligence and L2 learning ability, we can only say that, high IQ may assist learners in L2 acquisition in some aspects. 
As referring to aptitude, MLAT and PLAB are widely used to test whether individuals are efficient L2 learners. The tests tend to measure the learners ability to memorize words, understand words functions and extract grammars from language samples. Studies show that learner’s performance in the two tests is relevant to the performance in L2 learning when learners received grammar translation or audiolingual teaching method. With communicative teaching method, the aptitude is irrelevant. Thus, strong aptitude in learning would make your acquisition easier, but it is not a decisive factor to the success of L2 acquisition. However, we can match the learners with suitable teaching method based on their different aptitude of L2 acquisition.
Personality has always believed to have a huge influence to L2 acquisition. The most popular saying is extrovert learners are more suitable to learn a foreign language, and have a higher rate to become successful L2 learners. Outgoing characteristic may help them have more opportunities to practice their speaking in L2 acquisition, while introvert learners can also have a more systematic understanding of L2. Not only those who have a ‘talent’ for languages can learn a foreign language well. According to Spada, ‘the available research does not show a clearly defined relationship between personality and second language acquisition’. Personality makes learners have different strengths and weaknesses, but can’t determine the failure or the success of L2 acquisition. 
Learner performances mainly refer to learner’s different learning styles or learning habits. Some assessment methods have developed in recent years, but ‘very little research has examined the interaction between different learning styles and success in second language acquisition’. At present, as the only learning style been extensively investigated, the field independence and dependence distinction research have shown that field independence is related to some degree to performance on certain kinds of tasks, it is not a good predictor of performance on others.
Learner beliefs are the causes of learner performances. Learners’ learning experience may help them form a belief which would determine their learning method. What they thought would be suitable for them may not be the most efficient one. In this way learner beliefs and learner performances can influence their learning results. 
The Critical Period Hypothesis has been challenged as the age span for a putative critical period for language acquisition. Some studies showed that older learners are more efficient than younger learners in the early stages of second language development. Other research reported that learners who began learning a second language at the primary school level did not fare better in the long run than those who began in early adolescence. According to Baker, no age is too late, and there are 50, 60 and 70 year olds who have successfully learned a language and become bilingual. I do believe that there are such periods of time during which learners can make efficient language learning. In other words, each individual has their sensitive time for language. It is not the only time for L2 acquisition, but is the most efficient period of time. if learners missed this period of time, they can also acquire L2, however they should spend more time in learning. 
The last main factor I want to mention is motivation and attitude, which I pretend to believe would have a decisive influence on the effectiveness of L2 acquisition. According to Wikipedia, motivation means the experience of desire or aversion (You want something, or want to avoid or escape something). So learners may have positive motivation or negative motivation in L2 acquisition. Learners can’t have both of them at the same time; however, may have them consecutively or alternately. When they have the desire to learn L2 for a certain purpose, the positive motivation comes first. Then after a period of learning, they may find the learning is not as easy and happy as expected, and they feel frustrated, so this time, they begin to resist it, and even try to escape from learning it. When such negative motivation occurs, it is both the learners’ and teachers’ responsibility to find out ways to adjust the learners’ mindset and help the learners continue with their learning with a positive motivation.
Rod Ellis has divided motivation of acquisition L2 into four types: instrumental motivation, integrative motivation, resultative motivation and intrinsic motivation(Second Language Acquisition, 1997). Through my teaching experience, I think all those motivations can influence the degree of effort that learners make to learn L2. 
Instrumental motivation means learning the language for an ulterior motive unrelated to its use by native speakers--- to pass an examination, to get a certain kind of job, and so on. (Vivian Cook, 2001) In China, most students begin to learn English when they entry primary school. From then on, the score of English, with scores of other subjects will decide the rank of school that they can entry after each period of learning. So instrumental motivation is the main motivation of Chinese students, especially the students in primary school, middle school and high school. They may have other motivations and the same time, however, the pressure from exams makes other motivation appears trivial. Some high school students whose academic performance is not satisfactory, know that they cannot be accepted by any ideal universities through the college entrance examination, so they start to study English with all their might in the year before the college entrance examination, in order to obtain good results in the IELTS or TOEFL exams, thereby they can avoid Chinese college entrance examination and get the opportunity to study abroad. Some of my high school classmates, whose English performance are below average in my class can get 6 in IELTs after several months of cram English learning. With the same hard working they did in preparing for IELTS and TOEFL, they may get much better score in their school courses. In that case, there is no need for them to escape from Chinese college entrance. And when they are admitted by Universities aboard, they lost their instrumental motivation temporarily, and may gain it near the exams in each semester. Through this example, I found that, even instrumental motivation (pass the exams) may have different levels, the more urgent or more important, the more efforts they could make, the more efficient motivation works. 
Learners with integrative motivation learn L2 in order to take part in the culture of its people. According to Gardner, this kind of motivation reflects whether the learner identifies with the target culture and people in some sense, or rejects them. The more that a learner admire the target culture---reads its literature, visit it on holiday, looks for opportunities to practise the language, and so on---the more successful the learner will be in the L2 classroom. I do believe this is most efficient factors that affect L2 acquisition. Learner with such motivation has a big chance to succeed in learning foreign language. Take my son for example. When he was in China, he has learnt L2 as one of the compulsory subjects mechanically and passively in school. In the last five years of his English study, he just kept every new word in his mind, extracted them into exam papers when necessary, and rarely spoke them out, let along use it. After joining the secondary school in UK, he suddenly had the desire to learn English as his media for communication and tools for other subject learning. He tried to memorize all the useful words and phrases he met with, he practiced oral English with peers. He not only learnt to communicative language on the playground, but also acquired some abstract language of the classroom. Now he can follow up most of the subjects and made several best friends here.
Assumptions could be the cause of L2 achievement, and it is also the result of learning. As Rod Ellis mentioned, learners who experience success in learning may become more, or in some contexts, less motivated to learn. We can call it resultative motivation. As I referred above, my son can’t realize the importance of learning English when he was in China, but he still kept working hard in learning only because he can get inspiring scores in the exams. In contrast, student who doesn’t make much effort in learning English may fail the exam or can’t get a satisfactory score. With this inacceptable result, they may gradually form a negative motivation in learning English. So with the purpose of making positive motivation work, we should let learners get the sense of achievements either through the effort of themselves or by strategies of teachers. Make sure the learning procedure is in benign cycle instead of vicious cycle.
And some L2 learners, they are not curious about the foreign culture; they do not know the importance of acquisition L2. The only reason for learning L2 is they are asked to by their parents or somebody else. Rod Ellis said that ‘they may find the kind of learning tasks they are asked to do intrinsic motivating’. In my opinion, this group of learners was stimulated by extrinsic motivation instead of intrinsic motivation. They learn L2 in order to get external reward or avoid punishment. Most learners in the kindergarten or primary school in China belong to this unmotivated group. They learn for getting sweeties or praises from the teachers or parents. If they refuse to learn, they may get punished or blamed. To pass exams means nothing to them. So this type of motivation exists mainly in young learners, while intrinsic motivation in adult learners. What Rod called ‘intrinsic motivation’ is kind like positive resultative motivation, or we can say they have some overlaps.
As to learning attitude, Lambert divides bilingualism into two kinds, ‘additive’ and ‘subtractive’. Additive bilingualism, the learners who have an additive point of view the L2 learning as a way for adding a new skill and experience instead of taking something away from them. On the other hand, subtractive learners see the learning of L2 as threatens to what they have already obtained. So additive learners are more likely to become successful L2 learners, however, ‘learners who see the second language as diminishing themselves will not succeed’. (Vivian Cook, 2001)
In make it easy to understand, there are positive attitude and negative attitude toward target language. If learners see target language as an additional gear to strengthen their personal abilities or competitiveness, they would have a positive attitude towards L2, and may cherish every opportunity to learn that language, to taste the flavor of that culture. This will probably make them a successful L2 learner, and they would be proud of knowing more than monolingual through the media of L2. On the other hand, if the learners see the target language as a blood sucker who will suck up their blood which defines their ethnic identity, they would refuse to touch L2 or they would learn L2 cautiously in order to keep themselves ‘safe’. With such negative attitude, few of them can become a successful L2 learner.   
Although Lightbown did not point out the most important factor, I insist that motivation and attitude should be the key factor among them. Drawing opinions from Lightbown and those researchers, I thought out some strategies for L2 teachers to help learners form suitable motivation. 
1. Never sting your praise on students
If you want to keep your students in benign cycle of learning, you should give them confidence or sense of achievements through praising them for every tiny step they had made in learning. 
2. Design various kinds of assessments for students
Students may have different aptitude in learning L2, and the level of their L2 is also different. On order to make most of them have a positive resultative motivation, teachers should design various assessments for students, since general exam paper may fail to reflect slight progress of some students. 
3. Emphasize the inevitability of globalization and the intensity of competition
Teachers should make students face the fact that globalization is taking place whether we wish or not. We are not competing with people in our country, we are competing with world citizens. A foreign language would a way to make us better equipped than others. With the language, we can learn from other culture more easily. In this way, students may find L2 acquisition is useful either for their future job, or for their immigrant lives, or both.
4.To create more opportunities for students to get in touch with foreign environment
Teachers can provide international music for students, introduce L2 movies to them and encourage them to travel abroad for vocations. Top universities can also be shown for students, and we can ask students to search the significant achievements of those universities. Arouse their interests in foreign countries and curiosities for foreign culture would make them keep digging into that by L2.
5. To create a unthreatened classroom atmosphere for learners
Classroom atmosphere has an inevitable influence for learner’s motivation. Design achievable tasks for learners can help form a positive motivation. Do give them some pressure in the classroom, but don’t make them feel panic.
6. To provide more authentic texts for learners
According to Little et al.(1988), students will be better motivated by texts that serve a real communicative purpose. What students want is the language that can fit for real-life situation and solve the problems in daily life. 
Motivation can be conceived of as a cycle in which thoughts influence behaviors, drive performance affects thoughts, and the cycle begins again. Each stage of the cycle is composed of many dimensions including attitudes, beliefs, intentions, effort, and withdrawal which can all affect the motivation that an individual experiences. So help learners form positive motivation and attitude will make them successful L2 learners. When we see students admire the target language, want to touch the culture, eager to experience the benefit from L2 learning, positive motivation works.
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