Review of “Factors Affecting Second Language Learning”
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]“Factors affecting second language learning”, an article written by Patsy M. Lightbrown and Nina Spada, systematically discusses mainly seven factors that are commonly believed to be influential for second language learners. Before analyze the factors one by one, the authors introduce a list of 12 characteristics which are thought to be of great importance for successful language learning. Then, the 12 characteristics are recategorized into 5 factors: motivation, aptitude, personality, intelligence, and learner preferences. In previous researches, in order to find the correlation between those factors and their influence on learners, many researchers chose to have the second language learners do some questionnaires and test their second language proficiency. Take the motivation as example, if highly motivated learners can also get good score on proficiency, then researchers would conclude that motivation can play a positive role in language learning. However, this article suggests that such measure has some problems. First, some factors like intelligence and motivation are almost impossible to directly observe and measure. Some factors are even interdependent. Another problem is about the definition of proficiency. Sometimes, different settings in which the researches are conducted will lead to different results concerning the same factor. The last problem mentioned is about how to interpret the relationships of two factors that occur together. Their relationships may be one cause the other, but it also can be one influence the other or both are under the influence of something else.
Concerning those qualities and possible problems, Lightbrown and Spada introduce relevant studies and theories. They begin with quality “Intelligence”. Through F. Genesee’s study, learning a language involve different abilities such as reading comprehension, grammar analyzing and understanding, vocabulary memorizing, as well as oral speaking. Some abilities may be strongly affected by intelligence, while its influence on some other abilities would be less. There are even abilities that cannot be measured by traditional IQ test.
Aptitude, reflected in language study, means a person could master the language quickly. To predict whether a learner is an efficient one or not in formal settings like in classroom, many researchers design aptitude tests like Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT) and the Pimsleur Language Aptitude Battery (PLAB). These two most commonly used tests are both constructed on the view that aptitude is composed of different types of abilities. In this article, these four abilities are about that of identifying and memorizing new words, understanding word function in a sentence, discover grammatical rules, and memory of new words. But being an effective and successful language student does not mean that this student is strong in all aptitude components. Based on this theory, teachers can allocate students by their attitude and used corresponding teaching measures and methods, which can facilitate students to achieve higher level on language acquisition. 
Just like aptitude, personality is also constituted by many ingredients. Some personality traits like assertiveness and adventurousness, are preferred by many researchers and are utilized to test their relationship with language learning. Some studies do find that there is a strong relationship between those traits and language study, but in some researches, the relationship is not evident. Besides the positive traits, a negative trait, inhibition, is also investigated. The study suggests that risk-taking is an essential for language learners to make progress, but inhibition would reduce learners’ willing to take a risk. This is the dilemma faced by many adolescents who are sensitive about their images and avoid to become embarrassed. Guiora’s study (1972) concluded that the reason why drinking a little of alcohol could help participants pronounce better is that alcohol can make people braver. However, this is an interesting but not convincing conclusion. Several other personality characteristics such as self‑esteem, empathy, dominance, talkativeness, and responsiveness have also been studied. But those researches failed to certify the clear relationship between personality and second language acquisition. Although the findings are not consistent, many researchers still believe personality’s contribution to L2 study.
In this article, motivation and attitude are put together being discussed. In second language acquisition, motivation is regarded as a complex phenomenon. There are two factors can be used to define what motivation is. The two factors are learners' communicative needs and their attitudes towards the second language community. The overall findings show that positive attitudes and motivation are related to success in second language learning (Gardner 1985). But their relationship is not clear. It is possible that motivation can lead to learning success, or motivation derives from successful learning, or they are mutually influenced. Concerning the motivation, in 1972, Robert Gardner and Wallace Lambert coined two items—integrative motivation and instrumental motivation—to refer to two types of motivation. In addition, for some people, through learning a new language, learners could access to other culture identity which may become a source of enrichment or that of resentment for learners. Another point we should pay attention is the relationship between L1 and L2. The attitudes and motivation of learners whose L1 is a majority language and L2 is a minority language would be distinctive with those whose L1 a minority and L2 majority language.
Many people acquire their second language in a formal setting like classroom. Teachers usually prefer motivated students who, they think, can absorb a great deal of knowledge. Individual’s motivation and attitude can be affected by both internal and external causes. Teachers, their teaching methods or techniques, and teaching content are some of the powerful external factors. Therefore, to motivate students efficiently, Graham Crookes and Richard Schmidt (1991) put forward four suggestions for teachers about their pedagogical practices. According to them, teachers should give positive feedback to students, adopt various activities tasks, and materials in class, create cooperation opportunities for students, and pay attention to the cultural and age diversities among students.
Learner preference and learner beliefs are another two factors affecting language acquisition. The former refers to the way in which students deal with study materials. Based on their learning style, students can be classified as visual, aural, or kinesthetic learners. The latter is about beliefs and opinions of students, especially the older ones. Depending on their previous study experience, they hope to receive instruction in a certain method. So, when teachers choose teaching strategies, those factors can be taken into account.
At last, this paper discusses intensively about the influence of age. The Critical Period Hypothesis is a popular theory about SLA, suggesting that there is a time in human development when the brain is predisposed for success in language learning. If children study languages in early childhood, they depend on the innate biological structures. When they grow up, it is general learning abilities determine their language study. Although this characteristic is easier to define and measure than personality, aptitude, or motivation, the findings of relevant studies are quite diverse and contradictory. For example, Mark Patkowski believes that age of acquisition is pivotal for native-like mastery of L2. The study of Jacqueline Johnson and Elissa Newport also support the existence of CPH. However, studies of Catherine Snow and Marian Hoefnagel-Höhle deny the CPH. In their experiment, compared with children and adults, adolescents achieve the highest levels of language performance overall. At what age should second language instruction begin? The answer may be different due to distinctive learning purpose.
Besides age, other factors mentioned before are all significant for a language learner’s rate of study and eventual success in learning.
In Second Language Learning and Language Teaching, Vivian Cook mentions that language teaching is composed of four parts: grammar teaching, vocabulary teaching, pronunciation teaching, and teaching of a new writing system. Considering different teaching part, teachers can adopt different strategies and methods. In the past 120 years, there are some common assumptions about teaching. For example, the basis for teaching is the spoken, not the written language or teachers and students should use the second language rather than the first language in the classroom (Cook, 2008). But those assumptions are challenged by SLA research and sometimes undesirable consequences derived from.
As discussed before, so many factors powerfully influence learners’ language study and performance, and those factors are usually hard to independent with each other. Some of the qualities are mutually correlated. In my opinion, motivation, attitude, aptitude and intelligence are to some extent mutually affected. Recently, I require some of my students to finish the Multiple Intelligences Survey (Walter McKenzie, 1999) and a list of questions named “What Kind of Learner Are You?” taken from “A multiple Intelligences Road to An ELT Classroom” by Michael Berman. The results are as follows:
[image: ]
The questionnaire is an optional one and there are 16 students (9 females and 7 males) submitting their results in total. Four students are visual style leaners, five auditory style, four kinesthetic and three belong to both visual and auditory. Concerning the intelligence test, I choose their highest one to four scores (all above 60) and mark them on the table. For the seven visual kind students (including the ab types), most of them get a high score with the intrapersonal strength (5 out of 7). As for the auditory students (including the ab types), logical strength seems important (6 out of 8). The most corresponding result is the kinesthetic students, three out of four got a high score with the kinesthetic strength. During the questionnaire, students need me to clarify the meanings of questions. Some options of the questions are a little out of data or not compatible with Chinese students. For instance, the three options of question “What do you like doing in your free time?” make students hard to choose an answer. The reason is that many of them spend most of their leisure time on playing computer or smartphone games or online shopping. 
My primary purpose of conducting this survey is to find a relatively suitable teaching method to meet as many students’ needs as possible. And I am mainly responsible for their oral speaking class, prepare them for IELTS. I have to promote students from 4 perspectives (pronunciation, grammar, lexical resource, and fluency). Due to the fact that they are allowed to bring computer or smartphone to the classroom, so they are easily distracted by those things. How to attract and maintain their attention has been the biggest challenge for me. To better motivate them, I may need to diverse my teaching styles or strategies. W. Marton suggested four teaching strategies in 1988: the receptive strategy, which relies primarily on listening; the communicative strategy, in which students learn by attempting to communicate; the reconstructive strategy, in which the student participates in reconstructive activities based on a text; and the eclectic strategy, which combines two or more of the others (Marton, 1988). Vivian Cook also mentions six main teaching styles: the academic teaching style common in academic classrooms; the audio-lingual style that emphasizes structured oral practice; the communicative style that aims at interaction between people both in the classroom and outside; the task-based learning style that gets students doing tasks; the mainstream EFL style which combines aspects of the others; and, finally, other styles that look beyond language itself (Cook, 2008).
Based on the article of Lightbrown and Spada, I think receptive and communicative strategy would be appropriate for my teaching. According to the questionnaire, students may be more compatible with audio-lingual, communicative, and task-based learning tyle. For them, one obvious motivation is to get at least 6 score in IELTS. Concerning the speaking test, they should be able to understand examiners’ questions and give satisfying answers. This is mainly about their communicative ability. Furthermore, the questions are usually related to specific topics such as hometown, decoration, and celebrity. It is necessary to have students get familiar with as many topics as possible. Every topic is a task for them. Therefore, I may require two students to simulate the examination: one takes the role of examiner and asks questions, the other acts as examinee and answers the questions. Due to the word limit, I cannot write with more details. 
In brief, this article provides me with a relatively comprehensive introduction and analysis about the important factors of language learning, which enables me to have better understanding about SLA and choose more appropriate teaching methods for students.
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