A Critical Review of Lightbown & Spada on Factors Affecting Second Language Learning
1. Introduction
Second Language Acquisition (SLA) is a highly complex process, with learners exhibiting significant individual differences even when exposed to the same learning environment. Understanding the key factors influencing SLA is crucial for Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL), as it can inform instructional design and enhance the efficiency of language acquisition.
This essay draws upon the article by Lightbown & Spada (2000), identifying several major factors that influence second language learning, including intelligence, aptitude, personality, motivation and attitudes, learner preferences, learner beliefs and age. While providing a brief overview of all these factors, this essay will focus primarily on aptitude, discussing its predictive power in SLA success and TESOL pedagogy. Finally, the paper will conclude with a summary of insights and pedagogical implications for second language teaching.
2. Overview of the Article
This article aims to examine individual differences in second language acquisition, specifically why learners exhibit varying levels of success even when exposed to the same learning environment. The central research question explored in this study is: How do these factors influence second language learning? The following will be introduced in turn.
2.1. Intelligence
The article examines the relationship between intelligence and specific aspects of second language acquisition (SLA), particularly in the domains of language analysis and rule learning. However, this relationship is neither universal nor consistently strong across all areas of SLA. Notably, intelligence should not be assessed solely through IQ tests, thus, the question of how to effectively measure its impact on second language learning remains an area for further research.
2.2. Aptitude
This article explores the concept of language learning aptitude and highlights that certain individuals exhibit exceptional linguistic abilities. For instance, in Lorraine Obler’s (1989) research, CJ's ability to acquire multiple languages within a short period demonstrates his outstanding aptitude for second language learning. The most widely used assessments of aptitude include the Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT) and the Pimsleur Language Aptitude Battery (PLAB). However, with the increasing adoption of communicative language teaching, the role of aptitude in second language acquisition has been called into question. Furthermore, research suggests that successful language learners do not necessarily excel in all dimensions of aptitude. Therefore, second language instructors should tailor their teaching methods to align with learners’ aptitude profiles in order to enhance learning outcomes.
2.3. Personality
Lightbown & Spada (2000) point out that although extensive research has been conducted in this area, findings remain inconsistent. For instance, extroversion is often assumed to facilitate language learning; however, some studies have failed to provide conclusive evidence supporting this assumption. Furthermore, inhibition may hinder second language acquisition, particularly in pronunciation performance. Certain experiments, such as those investigating the effects of alcohol on language production, have yielded intriguing yet limited evidence (Guiora et al. 1972). Other personality traits, including self-esteem, empathy, and talkativeness, have also been explored, but no clear correlation with second language acquisition has been established. The discrepancies in research findings may stem from variations in the types of language abilities being measured. Despite these inconsistencies, many scholars maintain that personality traits play a significant role in second language acquisition.
2.4. Motivation and Attitudes
Lightbown & Spada (2000) suggest that positive attitudes and motivation are closely linked to success in second language learning, yet the exact relationship between motivation and learning remains unclear. Motivation is considered to be related to learners' communicative needs and their attitudes towards the target language community. Robert Gardner and Wallace Lambert (1972) introduced the concepts of integrative motivation and instrumental motivation, with the former focusing on personal growth and cultural enrichment, while the latter is oriented towards more practical goals. Social dynamics and power relations within language groups also influence motivation, particularly when minority groups learn the language of a majority group, as their motivation and attitudes may differ significantly from those of majority group members.
In the classroom context, the influence of motivation is crucial. Teachers typically consider students who actively participate, show interest in the subject, and put in effort as being motivated. Teachers can enhance students' motivation by creating content that is interesting and relevant, setting challenging yet achievable learning goals, and fostering a supportive and non-threatening classroom environment. Although research on the interaction between pedagogy and motivation is relatively scarce, studies have indicated that certain teaching methods—such as stimulating students' interest at the beginning of lessons, varying activities and tasks, and employing cooperative rather than competitive goals—can significantly increase student motivation. However, it all depends on the circumstances.
2.5. Learner Preferences
Reid (1995) defines learner preferences as an individual's natural and habitual approach to absorbing, processing, and retaining new information. These styles are commonly classified into ‘visual’, 'aural' , and 'kinesthetic' learners. Additionally, cognitive learning styles can be distinguished between field independent and field dependent learners, with the former tending to extract specific details from a broader context, while the latter adopts a more holistic approach to understanding information. Despite the development of various assessment tools in recent years, research on the relationship between learner preferences and success in second language acquisition remains limited. To date, field independence is the only learner preferences that has been extensively investigated, with studies indicating its relevance to certain task performances but its limitations in predicting success across different tasks. Consequently, Lightbown & Spada (2000) caution against assuming that a single teaching method can accommodate all learners. Instead, they advocate for encouraging students to employ a variety of learning strategies tailored to their individual preferences to enhance language acquisition outcomes.
2.6. Learner Beliefs
Second language learners, particularly older learners, often hold strong beliefs about instructional methods, which are shaped by their previous learning experiences and can significantly influence their learning outcomes. Yorio (1986) found that ESL students in a highly communicative programme expressed dissatisfaction with the exclusive focus on communication, citing a lack of emphasis on language form and teacher-led instruction as impediments to their progress. Although the study did not establish a direct link between instructional methods and learning outcomes, it highlighted the impact of learner beliefs on classroom experiences. Therefore, educators should take learners’ preferences into account and encourage them to expand their repertoire of learning strategies to enhance adaptability and overall language acquisition effectiveness.
2.7. Age of Acquisition
[bookmark: _GoBack]The age of language learners exerts a profound influence on their ability to acquire a second language. Lightbown & Spada (2000) indicate that immigrant children typically achieve near-native proficiency in a new language, whereas adult immigrants often struggle to reach the same level. The Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH) posits that the brain exhibits greater plasticity for language acquisition before puberty. After this period, language learning becomes more reliant on general cognitive abilities, leading to reduced effectiveness.
This article discussed CPH by drawing on three key studies. Firstly, Patkowski (1980) found that immigrants who began learning English before the age of 15 almost universally attained near-native proficiency, whereas those who started learning after 15 exhibited highly variable performance. Additionally, Johnson and Newport (1989) demonstrated that early learners outperformed late learners in grammatical judgement tasks, further supporting the CPH. However, Snow and Hoefnagel-Höhle (1978) offered a different perspective, showing that adolescents progressed the fastest during the initial stages of language learning and maintained the highest proficiency after one year, with adults also outperforming children in the early phases. These findings suggest that while younger children may eventually surpass other groups in the long term, adolescents might be the most efficient language learners in the short term.
Overall, the author argues that the impact of age on language acquisition is multifaceted, influenced by a combination of biological, cognitive, and environmental factors. Therefore, when learning a second language, it is crucial to establish clear learning objectives and develop targeted learning strategies or instructional designs to optimise language acquisition outcomes.
3. In-depth Discussion of Aptitude
In SLA research, aptitude refers to an individual's potential or ability demonstrated when learning a second language. It is a multidimensional concept that involves various cognitive and psychological factors. The definition and classification of language aptitude differ across scholars, and the following are some of the major perspectives: In Carroll’s (1962) work he defined language aptitude as the specific ability to learn a second language, including factors such as auditory discrimination, memory, and the ability to handle grammatical rules. This theory underscores the cognitive components crucial for successful language learning. Skehan (1989) further categorized language aptitude into cognitive and personality-based factors. He discussed how different learners, based on their cognitive abilities and attitudes, demonstrate different degrees of success in second language acquisition.
In Lightbown & Spada’s (2000) article, through the evaluation of MLAT and PLAB, suggests that language aptitude plays a predictive role in the success of second language acquisition, especially in traditional teaching environments such as grammar-translation methods. In other words, learners with high language aptitude are more likely to master grammatical and vocabulary rules. Similarly, Obler (1989) indicates that some language learners are inherently endowed with exceptionally high aptitude, enabling them to acquire multiple languages in a short period of time.
I strongly agree with this perspective, as in most universities in China, students are placed into different tiers of classes based on their English scores from the college entrance examination (Gaokao), typically divided into classes A, B, and C (Class A being the highest scorers and Class C the lowest). This class placement system is essentially an allocation based on students' language aptitude and learning abilities. In Class A, the teaching pace is faster, and the content is more challenging, often introducing more novel and complex language knowledge, such as intricate grammatical rules, diverse language applications, and interdisciplinary knowledge. These students typically grasp and apply these new concepts quickly, which results in a relatively fast-paced teaching schedule. In contrast, in Class C, the pace is noticeably slower. Teachers focus on reinforcing and reviewing the basic content of the textbook through more repetition and practice, ensuring that students solidify their understanding of fundamental language structures and vocabulary. The teaching methods are more gradual and focused on foundational reinforcement to prevent students from feeling confused or frustrated due to overly complex material. 
This class-based teaching approach not only alleviates the second language learning pressure for low aptitude students, enabling them to progress at their own pace without spending excessive time and effort on language learning, but also prevents them from experiencing anxiety and a loss of confidence due to being unable to keep up with the learning progress. At the same time, high aptitude students are able to learn at a higher intensity, quickly mastering and applying complex language rules and knowledge. This allows them to make efficient use of class time and engage with more challenging content, which further stimulates their interest and motivation for learning. Therefore, this teaching method can most effectively meet the diverse language learning needs of students and optimize their learning outcomes.
However, a limitation of research on language aptitude is that most studies have primarily focused on traditional classroom learning environments, overlooking whether the role of aptitude remains significant in natural acquisition settings, such as immersion learning. This is particularly relevant in the context of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), which is widely used today. The impact of aptitude in this context remains an area of further investigation. As Krashen's (1981) Input Hypothesis suggests that the key to language acquisition lies in comprehensible input, rather than individual aptitude. He argues that even learners with low aptitude can successfully acquire a second language if they are exposed to sufficient comprehensible input. As such, Krashen posits that the role of aptitude is limited. VanPatten (1996) further emphasizes that in CLT, learning strategies and motivation are more crucial than aptitude. He asserts that CLT focuses on language learning through interaction and practice, and these factors have a more direct impact on learners' language acquisition outcomes. Overall, these theories offer different perspectives on the role of aptitude in second language acquisition, suggesting that second language learners should consider a range of factors when examining language learning, rather than relying solely on aptitude.
4. Conclusion
This article provides a comprehensive analysis of multiple factors influencing second language acquisition (SLA), offering a holistic perspective on how individual differences shape learning outcomes. The discussion holds significant practical value for TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages) instructors, serving as a reference for instructional design. However, certain limitations remain. First, the study does not sufficiently explore the interactions between various factors. For instance, motivation and aptitude may influence each other rather than function as entirely independent variables. Second, the discussion on instructional adaptability is somewhat limited. While Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) has become a widely approach in language education, this paper primarily focuses on traditional classroom-based teaching methods, offering limited insight into how pedagogical strategies can be adapted to modern teaching contexts. Given these considerations, TESOL instruction should emphasize differentiated instruction and personalized learning strategies to accommodate the diverse needs of learners. 
Additionally, several other issues warrant further exploration, such as the role of cultural factors in SLA, the impact of accent on learners' identity, and the potential negative effects of early second language acquisition on native language development. In summary, effective second language instruction should begin by establishing clear learning objectives and tailoring course design based on learners’ individual characteristics, preferences, and cognitive strengths and weaknesses. Furthermore, it is essential to address the psychological well-being of students, as different learning factors may influence their mental health. This is not only crucial for optimizing learning efficiency but also has long-term implications for learners' overall development and well-being. Therefore, incorporating insights from educational psychology into language teaching can enhance the effectiveness of instruction, fostering a more engaging and satisfying learning experience for both teachers and students.
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