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Why do individuals differ so much in second language acquisition? This has been a hot topic in language learning. Most people believe that everyone has certain qualities that affect his possibility of becoming a successful language learner. In the article Factors Affecting Second Language Learning, Lightbrown and Spada discussed the individual characteristic that might affect language learning. Based on their essay, this article will first summarize their argument with brief comments and recent researching findings. In the second part, the age factor will be discussed in detail since this has long been a topic where many studies have conducted. 

An overview of factors affecting language learning
Lightbrown and Spada discussed the specific personal characteristics that might make one learner more successful than another, namely intelligence, aptitude, motivation, personality, and learner preferences. Age is also regarded as another type of learner characteristics and hence is discussed here. They then elaborate on each factor in detail with research findings.  
As for intelligence, some studies show that IQ tests are related to the learning of rules and language analysis, but it plays a less role in oral productive skills. But the authors remind the readers that intelligence is a complex idea, and individuals might have different kinds or combinations of intelligence, which cannot be measured by traditional IQ tests.
There are also anecdotes about the person who are really talented in language learning, for example, the story of CJ in Lorraine Obler (1989). Academically, researchers developed tests to predict an individual's ability of language aptitude. The most widely used tests are the Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT) and Pimsleur Language Aptitude Battery (PLAB). In practice, if a teacher knows the aptitude profile of their students and matched the teaching method with students’ aptitude, better teaching effect and higher satisfaction for both the teachers and students will be reached (see Majorie Wesche,1981). 
Personality is another important yet complex factor in language learning, for it might have positive or adverse effects. Most people tend to believe that extroverted person learning language quicker; however, research do not always support this conclusion. Also, there is the personality which hurts language learning, such as inhibition. But the problematic point lies in the identification and measurement of personality and its relationship with second language learning. 
There have been numerous research on the role of motivation and attitudes in language learning. Robert Gardner and Wallace Lambert have divided motivation into instrumental motivation and integrative motivation; both are related to the success of language learning. Motivation is also related to individual identity and social dynamic relationship between the languages. Although it is difficult to predict the exact effect of such social factors, their influence cannot be overlooked. What's more, how to motivate students in the classroom has long been a hot topic in educational psychology. The authors cited the pedagogical practices proposed by Graham Crookes and Richard Schmidt (1991), which can help to increase students' motivation level.
Everyone has their own preference in learning; such preference is termed 'learning style'. Many research in this area focused on field dependent/independent. However, more research is needed on the interaction between different learning styles and success in second language acquisition. Learner beliefs refer to the learners’ idea about how the instruction should be delivered. The author cited Carlos Yorio’s research as an example to show that dissatisfaction might be caused due to the mismatch between learners’ beliefs and the teaching approach adopted. At least, study in this regard would remind us to be skeptical of the claims that a teaching method or a textbook is suitable for all. 
The age factor is a subject of much lively debate regardless of the numerous research in this area. Lightbrown and Spada cited Mark Patkowski’s study in 1980 as supportive evidence to the Critical Period Hypothesis. Jacqueline Johnson and Elissa Newport’s (1989) research also shows ‘a strong relationship between an early start to language learning and better performance in the second language’. As to the rate of learning, Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle’s famous research in 1978 is used here. This research found that adolescents outperformed child and adult in most of the tasks and with the fastest rate of learning hence is used as counter-evidence to the Critical Period Hypothesis.
Generally speaking, Lightbrown and Spada presented us with a relatively comprehensive overview of the factors affecting second language learning with reliable research findings. But some factors might need more in-depth discussion. For example, early research tends to describe motivation as something stable, while more recent work emphasizes the dynamic nature of motivation. Zoltan Dornyei (2001a) describes motivation in three phases, choice motivation, executive motivation, and motivation retrospection. The three phases form a cycle. Later, Dorneyi (2001b) studies how to motivate students throughout these three phases. Also, there is more to discover in terms of the learner's attitudes and identity. Kelleen Toohey (2000) found that children were quickly assigned identities such as talkative/quiet, big/small, etc. and such identity would affect how they participate in the classroom and thus influence their outcomes of language learning. Learners’ belief might be an area that is overlooked. But it might play an important role in learning and teaching effect. Renate Schulz’s (2001) research shows that there is a mismatch between learners' beliefs and teachers' beliefs, where almost all students express a willingness to have their errors corrected while very few teachers feel this is desirable. Nina Spada et al. (2009) studies ESL and EFL students' preference for grammar instruction. She found that ESL learners prefer teaching grammar separately, while EFL students value grammar teaching within communicative practices.  
There are also other learner characteristics such as anxiety, creativity, self-esteem, willing to communicate, and self-regulation, all of which are worth researching. Language learning is a fascinating yet complex process; many factors are interwoven with each other while we know very little about such interaction. Compared with personal characteristics, age is much easier to define and measure, does this mean the relationship between a learner's age and his/her success in language learning is easy to predict? In the next part, the age factor will be discussed in detail, since the situation is much more complicated than it seems to be.

The age factor in detail
Children learn a foreign language much faster and less painful than adults; this seems to be a universally accepted idea, especially among ordinary people. Is this the truth? In this part, the author will mainly discuss two claims related to the effect of age in language learning with research findings, a) later L2 learners cannot attain native-like accent and b) older learners acquire faster than younger learners. 
Many researchers hold the view that after a certain age (around puberty), language learning depends on general learning abilities, which believes are not efficient and successful as the innate language acquisition device (LAD) children use to acquire their L1, therefore later L2 learners cannot attain native-like proficiency. This is called the Critical Period Hypothesis. But is this the case? Due to the scope limit, we will only discuss pronunciation here, since this is an area where even researchers think age has the most significant influence.
Scovel (1988) said that pronunciation is different from acquiring vocabulary and morphosyntax because pronunciation has a ‘neuromuscular basis,' while the latter does not have a ‘physical reality’; therefore he concluded that those who exposed to L2 after 12 cannot 'pass themselves off as native speakers phonologically'. At first glance, this seems quite reasonable, since many research (Asher & Garcia, 1969; Seliger et al.,1975; Flege et al., 1995,1999) indicates that younger learners do acquire native-like accent more efficient than older learners, some (Tahta et al., 1981a,1981b) even claim that age of acquisition is of overwhelming importance in phonological proficiency and pronunciation is linearly correlated with age. But there are counter-evidences too. Moyer (1999) investigated the L2 phonological attainment of 24 college students study German; the overall rating of accent did not fell into native-level, but there was one subject mistaken as a native speaker while he only starts to learn German at age 22. Similar cases can also be found in Birdsong (2003). The average rate of onset of acquisition of his subjects was 24.5 years. Two subjects attained the native levels of phonology in terms of native speakers' ratings as well as an acoustic analysis of specific segments. The above two studies show that older learners can achieve a native-like accent. And there are also studies where a relatively significant proportion of adult learners made native-like pronunciation.  
Neufeld’s (1977) studied subjects assigned for Japanese and Chinese courses. When their utterances were recorded and evaluated by native speaker judges, 9 out of 20 subjects convinced judges that they might be native speakers of Japanese, the number was 8 for Chinese. In later research, Neufeld (1979) found that 5 out of 7 French adult learners convinced 75% of the 55 French Canadians that they were native speakers. And if we set the age limit a little bit smaller, more supporting evidence will be found. Bongaerts et al. (1995) showed that after age 12, Dutch learners of English were still able to make English pronunciation within the rage of native-speakers. Similar expanded studies can also be found in Bongaerts’ later research (Bongaerts et al.,1997, 2000). These studies show a similar result which indicates that even after age 12, L2 learners can acquire accents perceived as native even by native speakers.  
Before we rush into the conclusion that both younger and older learners can attain native-like accent, we need to think about another question, is pronunciation really that matters? After all, accent is a part of individual identity; there is no reason that a foreigner cannot speak a foreign language with a foreign accent, as long as it does not influence comprehension. As Cook (1995) has said, accent may be the least important aspect of L2 proficiency, those who do not acquire native-like accent lose little. 
Now let's move to the second claim; older learners acquire faster than younger learners. Most of the supporting evidence for this claim comes from short-term experimental research in a formal instruction setting. Krashen et al. (1979) conclude that although younger learners achieve higher proficiency in the longer term, older learners do have advantages in the initial stage of learning. Oller & Nagato (1974) found that what took the younger learners 11 years to learn, the older learners can finish in 5 years. Ekstrand (1976a) studied 2189 immigrant children in Sweden and found that except for free oral production, all test results related positively with age, not with the length of residence, which suggests that L2 learning ability improves with age. Similar results were obtained by Walberg et al. (1978). Walberg et al. investigated the English proficiency of 352 Japanese children living in the United States. They found that older children learn faster since the older children reached higher norms of their American age-peers in the same amount of time as the younger children reached their American peer-norms. But it is not impossible to find counter-evidence. Kessler and Idar (1979) examined the morphological development in English of a Vietnamese woman and her four-year-old daughter. Six grammatical morphemes were chosen as test objects, both the mother and daughter were tested for two times. The researcher found that in the mother's case, none of the correct use of the six morphemes improved more than 17%, while the daughter's improvement reached 74%. Although some methodological problems were pointed out by other researchers, such a big difference might suggest that in some cases, adults’ rate of learning is much slower than children.
We need some more time to look at the Barcelona Age Factor Project (BAF) before we conclude. The BAF Project is a large-scale research that begun data collection in 1996 and ended in 2002. The BAF Project examined almost all aspects of language learning, including pronunciation, morphology, oral fluency, vocabulary, and international skills. The general conclusion is that 'in contexts where opportunities for implicit learning and practice are minimal, older learners may be quicker to acquire language aspects that involve above all declarative or explicit learning and memory' (Munoz, 2006: 33). But Munoz also pointed out that ‘the BAF Project has been more concerned with the rate of learning than with ultimate attainment, more on the optimal levels that are realistically attainable through school education, rather than on unattainable native-likeness’ (Munoz, 2006: vii). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Therefore, it is crucial to bear in mind that the definition of some words might influence our conclusion. For example, how do we define 'ultimate' or 'eventual'? How long is a 'short-term', and how long is a 'long-term'? It seems that younger learners do have an advantage in acquiring native-like pronunciation, but it is still possible for older and adult learners to achieve this level. Generally, older learners learn faster than younger learners, and there is an initial advantage for older learners at least in grammatical learning. But we need to be cautious because counter-evidence can still be found, and more research is need in order to get a firm conclusion.

Summary
Although numerous research has been done in the individual difference area, it is still difficult for us to predict one's success in second language acquisition. Nevertheless, the goal of such research is to help language learners learn more about the learning process, which will, in turn, help them to become better learners.
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