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Introduction
Lightbown and Spada explore why second language (L2) outcomes differ so widely across learners and contexts, arguing that success cannot be explained by one variable alone but by an interaction of learner characteristics, learning conditions, and wider social factors (Lightbown and Spada, 2000). Their chapter is especially useful in TESOL because it links research findings to classroom realities: learners vary in aptitude, age, personality, and motivation, but teachers can still shape conditions that support engagement and progress (Lightbown and Spada, 2000).
This essay provides (1) a brief overview of the key factors the authors discuss and (2) a focused, critical discussion of motivation and attitudes as one factor in depth, drawing on relevant SLA/TESOL theory and research (Gardner, 1985; Crookes and Schmidt, 1991; Dörnyei, 2001; Ushioda, 2011).
What second language learning involves
Second language learning is not a single skill. “Proficiency” includes multiple dimensions—pronunciation, vocabulary, grammar, fluency, and pragmatic appropriacy—developing at different rates depending on the learner and the context (Ellis, 1994; Ortega, 2009). Many TESOL theories emphasise that learning is shaped by exposure and attention to form–meaning relationships (Schmidt, 1990), opportunities for interaction and feedback (Long, 1996), and the need to produce language to test and refine hypotheses (Swain, 1985). At the same time, affect and willingness to communicate can constrain participation, limiting access to interaction even when input exists (Krashen, 1982; MacIntyre et al., 1998). Lightbown and Spada’s central message is consistent with this broader picture: individual differences matter, but they operate through the learning opportunities learners actually take up (Lightbown and Spada, 2000).
Overview of the factors in Lightbown and Spada (2000)
1) Research on “good language learners” and individual differences
The authors begin by noting popular beliefs about “good language learners” (e.g., taking risks, practising often, starting young) and then explain how research commonly links individual variables to proficiency through correlational designs (Lightbown and Spada, 2000). They emphasise recurring limitations: key constructs (like motivation) can be difficult to define and measure consistently, and different tests capture different aspects of proficiency, which complicates interpretation (Lightbown and Spada, 2000; Ellis, 1994).
2) Intelligence
They suggest that intelligence (often measured as IQ) tends to predict success more reliably in analytic and literacy-oriented outcomes (reading, grammar, vocabulary) than in oral production, echoing work showing different relationships depending on how achievement is measured (Genesee, 1976; Lightbown and Spada, 2000). This supports a TESOL point that “success” is not unitary: learners can be communicatively effective without matching academic measures of accuracy (Ortega, 2009).
3) Aptitude
Aptitude is described as a cluster of abilities related to language learning (e.g., phonemic coding, grammatical sensitivity, memory), historically measured with tests such as the MLAT (Skehan, 1989; Lightbown and Spada, 2000). The chapter highlights that aptitude findings may depend on instructional conditions, raising the practical question of how far teaching can adapt to different learner profiles (Lightbown and Spada, 2000; Dörnyei, 2005).
4) Personality
The authors review personality factors (e.g., extroversion, inhibition, self-esteem) but treat evidence as mixed and context-dependent, partly because personality may influence participation in interaction more than it directly determines acquisition (Lightbown and Spada, 2000; MacIntyre et al., 1998). From a TESOL perspective, this is plausible: classroom norms and task design can increase or reduce the pressure of speaking, thereby shaping how personality is “expressed” in learning behaviour (Dörnyei, 2001).
5) Motivation and attitudes
Motivation and attitudes are presented as consistently associated with L2 achievement, while the authors remain cautious about causality and measurement (Gardner, 1985; Skehan, 1989; Lightbown and Spada, 2000). They refer to integrative and instrumental orientations (Gardner and Lambert, 1972) and emphasise that social relationships between language groups can shape learners’ attitudes and opportunities to use the L2 (Lightbown and Spada, 2000). They also note that teachers often influence classroom motivation most directly through goals, meaningful tasks, and a supportive environment (Crookes and Schmidt, 1991; Lightbown and Spada, 2000).
6) Learner preferences and beliefs
The chapter discusses learner preferences and beliefs about learning (e.g., expectations about grammar instruction), warning against simplistic “learning style” matching while still recognising that beliefs can affect engagement and persistence (Lightbown and Spada, 2000). This aligns with TESOL work that treats learner agency and classroom culture as mediating how instruction is received (Ushioda, 2011).
7) Age
Age is reviewed through debates about the critical period, noting that younger starters are more likely to reach native-like pronunciation and some grammatical intuitions, while older learners may progress faster in early stages under certain conditions (Johnson and Newport, 1989; Snow and Hoefnagel-Höhle, 1978; Lightbown and Spada, 2000). The authors argue that age effects interact with exposure, goals, and learning settings, so policy claims such as “the younger, the better” require careful qualification (Lightbown and Spada, 2000; Ortega, 2009).
One factor in depth: motivation and attitudes
1) What the authors argue
Lightbown and Spada treat motivation as a major predictor of L2 success but highlight that it is not straightforward: motivation may lead to more practice and engagement, yet successful learning can also increase motivation (Skehan, 1989; Lightbown and Spada, 2000). This matters for TESOL practice because it shifts the teacher’s focus from trying to “create motivation” as a personality trait to designing learning conditions that make participation likely and progress visible (Crookes and Schmidt, 1991; Dörnyei, 2001).
They also connect motivation to social context. Learners’ attitudes toward the target language and its speakers may depend on status, power relations, and community experiences, which can either encourage or discourage investment in the language (Gardner, 1985; Lightbown and Spada, 2000; Ushioda, 2011). In TESOL, this is important because L2 learning often occurs in multilingual classrooms where learners may have unequal access to valued identities and opportunities to speak.
2) Evaluating the evidence: strengths and limits
Research linking motivation to achievement has strong historical foundations, particularly in socio-educational approaches (Gardner, 1985; Gardner and Lambert, 1972). However, Lightbown and Spada’s caution is justified: motivational constructs are measured indirectly (often via questionnaires), and measures can blur internal desire with external opportunity (Lightbown and Spada, 2000). For example, learners who report high willingness to interact may do so because they already have social access to L2 communities; their “motivation” may reflect inclusion rather than purely individual drive (Ushioda, 2011). This is a key TESOL issue because language classrooms often include migrants or minority students who may be motivated instrumentally but constrained by anxiety, discrimination, or limited opportunities for meaningful interaction outside class.
A second limitation concerns outcome measures. Motivation may correlate more strongly with communicative outcomes (fluency, interactional competence) than with controlled accuracy tests, since motivated learners might prioritise communicative success (MacIntyre et al., 1998; Ortega, 2009). This supports Lightbown and Spada’s insistence that findings depend on how “achievement” is defined (Lightbown and Spada, 2000).
3) Linking motivation to module theory
Many TESOL frameworks help explain how motivation relates to learning:
· Affect and participation. Anxiety and low confidence can reduce participation, limiting access to interaction and feedback. This resonates with affective accounts that propose emotional barriers can restrict the uptake of input (Krashen, 1982) and with models where willingness to communicate depends on situational confidence and classroom climate (MacIntyre et al., 1998).
· Noticing and attention. Even motivated learners need to attend to relevant features of input for development to occur. Noticing perspectives argue that attention to form is a necessary condition for certain aspects of acquisition (Schmidt, 1990). Motivation may increase attention and persistence, but it cannot replace the cognitive work of noticing.
· Interaction and feedback. Interactionist perspectives argue that negotiation of meaning and feedback support development by making input comprehensible and pushing learners to modify output (Long, 1996). Motivation can increase learners’ willingness to engage in such interaction, but classroom structure determines how much interaction is actually possible.
· Output and language development. Producing language can “push” learners to clarify meaning and refine form, which may support development (Swain, 1985). Motivated learners may attempt more output, but again the classroom must provide tasks that demand meaningful language use rather than mere display.
· Self-determination and autonomy. Motivation is also shaped by autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci and Ryan, 1985; Ryan and Deci, 2000). This fits Lightbown and Spada’s pedagogic emphasis on supportive environments and meaningful goals (Lightbown and Spada, 2000), and it connects to TESOL views of motivation as dynamic and socially situated rather than fixed (Ushioda, 2011).
4) Classroom motivation: what teachers can realistically influence
Lightbown and Spada highlight that classroom motivation is an area where teachers can have tangible impact through task design, goals, and learning atmosphere (Crookes and Schmidt, 1991; Lightbown and Spada, 2000). Dörnyei similarly argues that teachers can influence motivation by creating a motivational classroom climate, increasing task value, and supporting learner autonomy (Dörnyei, 2001). Yet a critical point is that “motivating activities” are not universally motivating. Learners’ prior schooling and beliefs about legitimate learning can affect how they interpret communicative tasks, especially if they expect teacher-led grammar instruction (Lightbown and Spada, 2000; Ushioda, 2011). This implies that teachers may need to make task purposes explicit, show how activities connect to assessment or real-world goals, and provide structured support so communicative work feels purposeful rather than random (Dörnyei, 2001).
In addition, motivation is shaped by perceived progress. If learners experience repeated failure or cannot see improvement, motivation can drop—supporting the idea of a reciprocal relationship between motivation and achievement (Skehan, 1989; Lightbown and Spada, 2000). TESOL practice therefore benefits from frequent formative feedback that helps learners attribute improvement to effective strategies and effort, strengthening perceived competence (Ryan and Deci, 2000).

Overall critical response and key TESOL issues
A major strength of the chapter is its refusal to treat any single factor as determinative. Instead, Lightbown and Spada present a nuanced account that warns against overgeneralisation and encourages practitioners to interpret research in light of context and measurement choices (Lightbown and Spada, 2000; Ellis, 1994). This is valuable in TESOL, where policies and popular discourse often oversimplify: for example, treating early start age as a guarantee of success, or assuming motivation is purely a learner trait (Johnson and Newport, 1989; Snow and Hoefnagel-Höhle, 1978; Lightbown and Spada, 2000).
At the same time, the chapter could be read as somewhat “trait-centred” because several sections organise learners by relatively stable attributes (intelligence, aptitude, personality). Contemporary TESOL discussions often push further toward dynamic views of motivation, identity, and participation—seeing them as shaped by classroom relations and social opportunities, not merely carried into the classroom by the learner (Dörnyei, 2005; Ushioda, 2011). The chapter does acknowledge social factors, but the implications could be developed more explicitly for equity: learners’ access to interaction, acceptance, and legitimate participation can be uneven, affecting both motivation and learning opportunities (Long, 1996; MacIntyre et al., 1998; Ushioda, 2011).
Key TESOL issues highlighted include how to define “success” beyond native-likeness, how classroom practices mediate individual differences, and how social context shapes attitudes, participation, and access to meaningful language use (Lightbown and Spada, 2000; Ortega, 2009).
Conclusion
Lightbown and Spada provide a clear, research-informed overview of factors affecting second language learning, while consistently emphasising that findings depend on definitions, measures, and context (Lightbown and Spada, 2000). Focusing on motivation and attitudes shows why this factor remains central in TESOL: it relates strongly to engagement, persistence, and opportunities for interaction, yet it is also shaped by identity, social context, classroom ecology, and perceived progress (Gardner, 1985; Crookes and Schmidt, 1991; Dörnyei, 2001; Ushioda, 2011). For practice, the most defensible conclusion is that teachers cannot “install” motivation as a trait, but they can create conditions that support autonomy, competence, belonging, and meaningful participation—thereby strengthening the motivation–learning relationship through sustained engagement (Ryan and Deci, 2000; Long, 1996; Lightbown and Spada, 2000).
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