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Factors Affecting Second Language Learning

1. Review on Lightbown & Spada’s Research
Research by Lightbown & Spada (2000) studies the factors that influence the second language acquisition (SLA). This article tries to illustrate whether and how the various factors which are based on anecdotal evidence can be supported in empirical researches.
Based on the facts that some people can learn a foreign language much easier and better than others, researches on the characteristics of those efficient learners can be of significance in improving second language learning and teaching. Lightbown & Sapda observe that the characteristics of a good language learner can be classified into the following main categories: intelligence, aptitude, personality, motivation and attitudes, learner preferences, learning beliefs and the age of acquisition. 
The research first introduces the methodologies of carrying such empirical analysis. It admits that there are difficulties for such a research to reach a conclusion on the relationship between learner characteristics and second language learning. Firstly, some qualities such as motivation, extroversion or intelligent are too intangible to measure exactly. Secondly, language proficiency is difficult to measure. The design of the language proficiency tests varies and is not necessarily a perfect yardstick to measure the learner’s various language knowledge and skills. Thirdly, the learner’s characteristics are not independent and they usually collaborate to make a successful learner. Therefore, it is difficult to establish some causal relationship between a certain characteristic with a certain result. 
Despite all the difficulties, there are constant attempts to study how these factors can influence SLA. The following are some of the findings.
(1) Intelligence. The influence of intelligence on SLA is based on a variety of “IQ” tests and language proficiency tests. Some researchers find that IQ scores can be a good means of predicting how successful a learner would be. And some other researchers report that IQ tests may influence aspects such as language analysis and rule learning while it is less related to oral productive skills. Besides, intelligence is a term too complicated to define or measure. 
(2) Aptitude. Aptitude refers to some inborn potential to do certain kinds of work. Language learning aptitude is said to be the “prediction of how well, relative to other an individual can learn a foreign language in a given amount of time and under given conditions” (Stansfield, 1989). Some individuals have exceptional “aptitude” for language learning. In this light, some aptitude tests such as MLAT (Modern Language Aptitude Test) and MLAB (the Pimsleur Language Aptitude Battery) are developed and widely used to decide individual’s abilities for learning language. The earlier research shows a substantial relationship between individuals’ performance of the aptitude tests and their performance in foreign language learning when teaching is based on grammar translation or audiolingual method while later research reveals less relevant when teaching is more communication focused. 
(3) Personality. Some researchers believe personality characteristics such as extroversion, inhibition, self-esteem, empathy, dominance, talkativeness and responsiveness have an important influence on success in language learning. However, they are not completely convincing, since the personality characteristics are difficult to identify and measure. And if there are some influence, personality variables seem to be related to only the conversational skills but not the grammatical accuracy or metalinguistic knowledge. Moreover, the relationship is a complex one that the personality probably combines with other factors to contribute to the second language learning
(4) Motivation and attitudes. Learners’ communicative needs and their attitudes towards the second language community can influence second language learning. The research cannot indicate precisely how motivation is related to learning and cannot decide whether learners are highly motivated because they are successful or they are successful because they are highly motivated. However, one thing is certain that motivation is the factor that is closely related to pedagogy and educators can intervene to increase students’ motivation.
(5) Learner preferences. Research on learning styles, i.e., individual’s natural, habitual, and preferred way of absorbing, processing, and retaining new information and skills, is of importance to teaching method and textbook design. 
(6) Learner beliefs. Second language learners usually have strong beliefs and opinions about how their instruction should be delivered. Some researchers find that the inconsistency between their beliefs and the instructional approach hinder the progress of language learning.
(7) Age of acquisition. Based on the observation on children and adults second language learning, the Critical Period Hypothesis is proposed, suggesting that there is a critical period for second language acquisition during which learning is more based on the innate biological structures believed to contribute to language acquisition in early childhood. However, some researchers suggest that the comparison of children and adults second language learning should take the learning conditions into consideration. For example, young learners have more time and less pressure and receive more encouragement instead of frustration while learning. Other research suggests that the younger is not necessarily the better. 

To sum up, the article illustrates various factors influencing second language learning. However, how a particular factor can influence SLA is difficult to precisely define because these variables are interdependent and always interact in a complex way to contribute individual’s language learning.

2. Motivation Comes First
Among such a variety of factors, motivation is what I believe to be the most important for SLA and what most possible to be intervened by language instructors. In this regard, I would like to elaborate on how motivation is associated with second language learning and teaching.
The word “motivation” has been defined as the intrinsic and external forces that account for the initiation, cull, and direction of demeanor towards a goal (Babaee, 2012). According to Gardner (1985, p.50), “Motivation involves four aspects, a goal, effortful behaviour, a desire to attain the goal and favourable attitudes toward the activity in question”. Motivation is the initial engine that brings about learning and later maintains the driving force in the process of learning a foreign language. 
Motivation plays a key role in the second language cognition process. It makes sense that individuals who are motivated will learn another language faster and to a greater degree. Numerous studies have provided statistical evidence that indicates motivation is a predictor of language-learning success. People need motivation to make the initial decisions to learn a second language and to maintain the drive during the learning process. It is observed that a student without adequate motivation cannot achieve such a task as second language learning which requires constant efforts throughout a long period of time, even if he or she has most remarkable intelligence or aptitude. However, a less able student, if highly motivated, can achieve more preponderant prosperity than the more intelligent student who is not well motivated.
Motivation is difficult to measure but a number of features of the individual can be observed, for example, whether they would like to make efforts; whether they are persistent and attentive to the task; whether they enjoy the activity; whether they would make use of strategies to aid in achieving goals, etc. Masgoret & Gardner (2003, p.128) draw attention to three attributes that would seem to best represent these features, i.e., (1) “Motivational Intensity” which assesses the amount of effort the individual expends in learning the language; (2) “Desire to Learn the target Language” which is concerned with assessing the extent to which the individual wants to achieve a high level of competence in the language. (3) “Attitudes towards Learning the Target Language” which refers to the affect experienced while learning the language. 
It is observed that all of learning activities are filtered through the students’ motivation. Motivation provides the primary impetus to initiate learning the second language and later the driving force to sustain the long and tedious cognition process. Research by Oxford & Shearin (1994) shows that motivation determines the extent of active, personal involution in second language learning, for it directly influences how often students use second language learning strategies, how much students interact with native verbalizers and how long they persevere and maintain second language skills after language study is over. 
Another important issue is how motivation affects learning processes. In this regard, Dörnyei (2001) believes that motivation is a dynamic construct which changes depending on the context over time. They proposed a model of motivation that allows for changes over time when examining how motivation affects the learning processes. Three phases, namely pre-actional stage, actional stage, post-actional stage, are illustrated in the model to chronicle how initial wishes are transformed into goals, how intentions are operationalized, then how they are enacted, and finally how a goal is accomplished and evaluated. The model gives a clear outline on the different motives that are involved at different points in time. 
Interestingly, the interaction between successful learning and motivation makes the issue difficult to define. Motivation promotes successful learning, but does successful learning enhance motivation in turn? According to Gass & Selinkerr (2008, p.432), the initiation of motivation is likely based on a person’s assumption of how much effort is needed to perform an activity correctly. “Studies indicate that motivational arousal is greatest for tasks that are assumed to be of moderate difficulty (not very high or very low)”, that is, people will be most motivated for things they consider challenging but not nearly impossible. 
Dörnyei (2001, p.143) also puts forward another term “demotivation” which is “speciﬁc external forces that reduce or diminish the motivational basis of a behavioural intention or an ongoing action”. What he means is that the positive motivations can be diminished by some negative factor, very often some classroom experience. 
In this regard, the teacher’s task is to identify what makes students’ motivation and provide them with appropriate tasks which are of “moderate difficulty” to initiate their motivation and boost their confidence so as to enhance their chances of success, which in turn will breed confidence and result in greater success. If the students are highly incentivized, the task of the teacher is to maintain and maximize the motivation and victual it now and then. 

3. Significance of the Research Findings to TESOL
Research findings can influence teaching methods and ameliorate the quality and efficiency of second language teaching. For example, by identifying students’ strengths and weaknesses in their profile of aptitude, instructors can place them in appropriate teaching programs or help the students in selecting appropriate classroom activities for particular group of students. Or at least instructors make efforts to ensure that their teaching activities are sufficiently varied to accommodate learners with different aptitude profiles. Identification of other factors such as learners’ preference for learning and their learning beliefs can provide information to help teachers to develop greater flexibility in teaching strategies and methods. In such light, a sensitive teacher who takes learners’ individual personalities and learning styles into account can create a learning environment in which students are more likely to be successful in learning a second language. 
Among these factors, motivation is the one which can be intervened by the teachers and their classroom activities, thus deserves every effort for research. It is believed that teachers’ behavior, rapport with students, classroom environment and course materials are the four dimensions which play the most significant role in enhancing students’ motivation. 
The teacher is the most important variable in generating motivational condition. teachers’ enthusiasm towards work can be infectious and causes students to have the same feeling towards the subject. And teachers’ caring about the students can facilitate rapport with students which proves to be positive to students’ motivation. Further, it is important to create a classroom environment where trust and respect of learners as well as pleasant and supportive atmosphere is guaranteed. According to Dörnyei (2001), students’ anxiety is the most powerful factor undermining their motivation and hindering language learning achievements. The solution is to create a tolerant classroom where students can take risks to communicate in the target language since they feel safe from embarrassment and their mistakes will not be laughed at or criticized. In this way students’ self-confidence and motivation can be promoted. Finally, the course materials should be relevant to the learners’ needs. Students are likely to be demotivated when they are forced to learn something that does not seem significant in their lives. And the tasks should be of moderate difficulty, interesting and challenging to maintain student’s motivation. 

Conclusion: 
Language learning and teaching should take account of a variety of factors that are liable to promote prosperity. The interaction of intelligence, aptitude, personality, learners age and motivation is complicated to define. All the factors collaborate to contribute to the success of SLA. Among these factors the motivation is a crucial one which is the prerequisite for the possible achievement and is most likely to be intervened by teachers, so it is worth every effort for research. Motivation is influenced by different variables: personality variables, the postures of learners, their cognition styles, etc. A sensitive teacher should take all these factors into consideration and create a positive learning environment to generate and maintain students’ motivation. However, it is not enough for a teacher only to identify and embolden the motivation, efforts should also be made to edify the students how to cultivate motivation, find it in areas where they did not expect it, and reflect upon their own motivational process so they can take charge of it.
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