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Mitchell and Myles (2001) suggested the broad definition of second language learning includes the learning of any language to any level, provided only that the learning of the ‘second’ language takes place sometime later than the acquisition of the first language. Second language is different from the learner’s mother tongue or native language. It doesn’t necessary to be the second language that the learner has learned. But the language learning follows the acquisition of the first language. Second language learning which covers reading, writing, listening and speaking skills of a certain language is influenced by the efforts made from learners, teachers, parents and researchers. For learners, the major concern is about how to learn a second language effectively and achieve native or native-like language proficiency. Second language teachers pay much attention to the instruction process so that they can help learners reach the goal. As for researchers, both formal and informal language instructions are objects of their studies. In Factors Affecting Second Language Learning, Lightbrown and Spada (2001) started with an activity to assess characteristics of the ‘good language learner’. Then they listed a few researches on factors affecting second language learning. The factors mentioned were intelligence, aptitude, personality, motivation and attitude, learner preferences, learner beliefs as well as age of acquisition. The article also analyzed limitations and enlightenment of the previous researches. The following part of this article will explore each factor individually with emphasis on the age of acquisition. 
Intelligence
According to Encyclopedia Britannica, human intelligence refers to mental quality that consists of the abilities to learn from experience, adapt to new situations, understand and handle abstract concepts, and use knowledge to manipulate one’s environment (Human intelligence | psychology, 2020). Intelligence, as mental quality, is complicated and hard to be defined. Sternberg (2002) stated that the intelligence one needs to attain success in life and success in learning a foreign language as well comprises analytical, creative and practical aspects. It is common that children of the same age might performance differently when they are asked to remember numbers or words. Some children can recite more numbers or words than others given the exact same time. Some one- or two-year-old children can tell and express the subtle difference in various kinds of music. Sometimes people may label them as children with high intelligence quotient. The intelligence quotient test tends to score on people’s abilities through multiple tests. However, the test is not that reliable as to the evaluation of learners’ ability to learn a second language. Because scoring high in a certain IQ test does not mean that they are good at doing everything. For example, people who are doing a great job at listening and coordinating may not have an excellent grade in mathematical thinking and linguistics. As Gardner’s multiple intelligence theory (1993) proposed, there are nine intelligences: verbal-linguistic intelligence, mathematical-logical intelligence, musical intelligence, visual- spatial intelligence, bodily-kinesthetic intelligence, interpersonal intelligence, intrapersonal intelligence, naturalist intelligence and existential intelligence. Several intelligences combining with other factors such as aptitude and learning preferences affect the process of language learning, which should be taken into account when researchers study second language learning and when teachers make plans for the class. Besides, not all academic or cognitive abilities can be measured through IQ test. Nevertheless, virtually all researchers agree that performance on reading and language usage tests correlates strongly with IQ level (Teepen 2004). Based on Genesee’s (1976) research, IQ test does play a role in predicting learners’ language learning performances, although it may just relate to the reading, grammar learning and vocabulary acquisition instead of all linguistic skills. So intelligence is indeed a factor affecting language learning but IQ test is an inadequate predictor for more or less success in language learning since it only reflects a few abilities. 
Aptitude
The Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT) put forward by Carroll and Sapon in 1959 generates a total score which can be used as a reference to predict learners’ language performance. Skehan (2002) again emphasized Carrol’s (1993) summary that aptitude consists of sub-components which are phonemic coding ability, grammatical sensitivity, inductive language learning ability and associative memory. People might have unequal competence in every component. For instance, some learners possess strong grammatical sensitivity and inductive language learning ability. Thus, it is easier for them to analyze the grammatical structure of sentences and summarize the grammar points. Those learners may benefit from learning grammar of second language without explicit instruction of teachers. However, their phonemic coding abilities which link to auditory acuity may be weak. They may have difficulties in distinguishing sounds. Actually, I think there are certain overlaps between intelligence and aptitude since categories of these two factors are similar. In future studies, instead of establishing aptitude profile, researchers may consider setting up intelligence and aptitude profile and integrate these two factors into one variable. 
Personality
The Big Five personality traits explained by Costa and McCrae (1992) indicates five dimensions of human personalities. The five factors are openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and neuroticism. People who are high in openness to experience are usually curious about the world and more open-minded to have new experiences. They may be willing to learn more about a second language with certain novel approaches. For those with the typical features of being conscientious, they might prefer to make plans about language learning and accomplish it step by step since schedules and details are important to them. There have been a few anecdotal evidences that show extraversion is a favorable trait for language learning at least for developing oral communicative competence because extroversive learners are believed to have advantages in language output. They enjoy having conversations and meeting new people. Classroom activities would be a delightful way for them to learn. However, introversive learners spend more time thinking and reading and might perform better in written tasks. Neuroticism is trait characterized by sadness, moodiness, and emotional instability (Power and Pluess 2015). This trait shares something in common with the factor of language anxiety. People who are high in neuroticism may feel very anxious about the new and changing surroundings and tend to magnify the importance of the problems they encounter. Language anxiety is one reflection of learners being neurotic. Their language learning outcome will be better provided teachers help to relieve their anxiety while learning language.
  Motivation and Attitude
  Motivation involves four aspects, a goal, effortful behavior, a desire to attain the goal and favorable attitudes towards the activity of learning the language (Gardner 1985:50). In order to specify motivation, one must first set a goal, justify the reasons that why he or she wants to learn a second language, then make efforts and consider whether the language learning process is a pleasure. Richards and Schmidt (2002: 343-344) further clarified that motivation includes both the orientation and the driving force. The orientation is an idea about why learners would like to learn a second language. Is it because learners have a positive attitude towards the language, language speakers and the language community or is it because learners want to pass exams or get a job that related to the language? Nevertheless, the driving force is a much more powerful push, which to some extent decides how much effort a learner is willing to make in language learning. The stronger motivation, the harder learners work. 
  Just as mentioned above, attitude is also an influential factor that needs to be considered. Learners’ attitude is closely linked to the social relationship between their native language and the second language. Lambert (1981) argued that there are additive bilingualism and subtractive bilingualism. An additive bilingual speaker might be active in learning two languages while a subtractive bilingual speaker may feel the pressure coming from the majority language group, and the motivation to learn thus is weakened.   
  Learner Preferences
  Learner preferences which are also known as learning styles focus on learners’ preferred methods to language learning. Learning style refers to the characteristic ways in which individuals orientate to problem solving (Ellis and Shintani 2014: 286). Learning experiences, age and personalities all have an influence on learning preferences. For instance, most children are kinesthetic learners who will learn more effectively when teachers apply physical actions to help them comprehend and remember new words. As for visual learners, they may have to write down and actually see the new word before making a sense of it. Learners clearly differ enormously in their preferred approach to second language learning, but it is impossible to say which learning style works best (Ellis 2008:508). It is difficult for researchers to make a quantitative analysis on one learner’s preferences since it is not something that could be simply measured by a questionnaire. However, through the observation of students’ learning preferences, teachers can adapt their teaching approaches and make the most of the classroom instruction. 
  Learner Beliefs
  Learner beliefs are formed on the basis of learners’ previous learning experience, self-assessments on their learning abilities and cognitive understanding of the language. Learner beliefs affect learner’ learning strategies because the approach that they believe to be beneficial for language learning originates from their beliefs. In addition, learner beliefs sometimes have negative effect on language learning. For example, if learners are convinced that vocabulary is vital in language learning, they might spend a great deal of time concentrating on words. What’s worse, provided these learners do not figure out what the efficient method to acquire vocabulary, they are no more than wasting the time. Many students of mine spend much time in remembering Chinese meanings of a word and pay no attention to the context in which it should be used when they are preparing for the national College English Test. They often complain that they cannot think of any new word that they have recited while taking the test.
  Age of Acquisition
  Researches about the age of acquisition generally focus on three questions. 
1. Are older learners competent to learn a second language?
2. Compared with younger learners, do older learners perform better or worse?
3. What are the causes of the differences between younger learners and older learners?
  For the first question, researchers usually refer to the Critical Period Hypothesis. The idea that the biological ageing puts constraints on what can be attained by language acquirers beyond a certain point is labelled the maturational approach or the Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH) (Singleton and Pfenninger 2018). People’s inborn language learning faculty diminished when getting older, which imposes restrictions on older learners’ language learning. However, arguments about older learners having advantages in second language learning were raised. It seems that all findings and conclusions for that question are still speculative. 
As for question two, researchers have made comparisons between younger learners and older learners concerning language proficiency, language learning rate and overall performance both in the long run and in the short term. Singleton and Ryan (2004:63) said a number of studies have indicated a relationship between early age of entry into the host country a successful acquisition of its language. Ramsey and Wright’s (1974) suggestion was in accordance with the opinion of Singleton and Ryan in that age seven is a critical period for immigrant children who want to learn a second language. But the above two propositions were made based on general situations. In formal instruction context, post-puberty learners might have a better performance than children because they are more aware of the learning process and would apply all cognitive skills to improve the learning process. Another explanation to that is the learner’s aptitude changes with age. Learners attain language by implicit learning in childhood whereas they accomplish it by explicit learning in adulthood. Concerning learning contents, discussions center on the performance of pronunciation. Cook (2008:148) suggested usually children are thought to be better at pronunciation in particular and that an authentic accent cannot be acquired if the second language is learnt after a particular age, say the early teens. I wonder whether it is because children are fond of repetition and imitating. My three-year-old daughter enjoys the same song again and again. When I play the tape of the cartoon Peppa Pig for her, she listens to it repeatedly and occasionally imitates the conversations. To be honest, it is boring for an adult to listen to the same conversation over and over again. In addition, most grow-ups are not big fans of imitation. But that is just an assumption which needs to be further explored in future studies. Although lots of evidences are in favor of younger children learning faster and better in general, people doubt it that whether children will still enjoy a learning advantage in the long run. Singleton (1989:137) answered that there is some good supportive evidence for the hypothesis that those who begin learning a second language in childhood in the long run generally achieve higher levels of proficiency than those who begin in later life. Plus, there is no actual counter evidence to that. 
The acquisition process might give some clues to solve the third question. According to the CPH, the innate language faculty in young children is distinguish from that in post-puberty learners, which causes various acquisition process for these two groups. Lenneberg (1967) concluded that the automatic function of learning language fades away with people becoming older. It takes more efforts for older learners to learn a second language compared to the younger learners who absorb language in implicit environment automatically. Lenneberg’s view has been agreed by supporters of the Universal Grammar school, who claim that post-pubertal second language learning has no access to UG principles and parameters (Singleton and Ryan 2004:104). Nevertheless, Singleton and Ryan (2004) briefly introduced the findings of researches conducted by Ravem (1970), Long (1990) and Ervin-Tripp (1974) and challenged the above opinion by stating that the acquisition process of younger learners and older learners are actually ‘striking similar’. So the differentiations in performance may be relevant to the quality and the quantity of exposure. Beyond that, with the same age of acquisition and the same amount of learning time, the form of learning also counts. For example, 6 years of natural exposure, 6 years of formal second language instruction and 6 years immersions can lead to different learning performance. Generally speaking, adequate comprehensible input is crucial for the success of language learning. 
Implications for Teaching
Second language teaching basically involves teaching approaches and teaching materials. As mentioned above, various age learners possess diverse aptitude and preferences. Teachers should notice that and utilize appropriate methods to teach different age groups. Children love role-plays and games while adults tend to learn language in a more traditional way. Children do not like explanations of language rules whereas adults expect a great deal of grammatical analysis in class. For example, teachers in primary schools in China do not teach much about syntax in English to students, which is consistent with the age and the aptitude of the young learners. Regarding teaching materials, teachers are supposed to introduce topics and contents that are in learners’ interests. Children are interested cartoons, toys and funny stories in the meantime adults would like discussions about love, life, travelling, news and society. Even though some leaners begin to learn English from alphabet in their 30s or 40s, they would not like the idea of learning language by using the same book as primary school students. 
  Summary
  Lightbrown and Spada (2001) proposed that there are two major problems regarding the researches on these factors. The first one is that it is hard to define and measure each characteristic clearly. The second issue is that no single factor is independent. All factors are interdependent and relate closely with one another so it would be hard for researchers to just look into one factor without considering others. I totally agree with them since the study object is the learning process of human beings which is sophisticated enough. According to the researches that Lightbrown and Spade (2001) commented on and the researches that I reviewed while writing this article, many statements have been given both supportive evidence and counter evidence. It cannot draw the conclusion that which characteristic is superior or which factor is more significant when learning a second language. But it is very important that all educators, learners and researches are aware of the individual differences and attempt to play a moderate role in the learning process. 
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