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REVIEW OF FACTORS AFFECTING SECOND 

LANGUAGE LEARNING

Summary and understanding of the article
Second language learning is a complex process and the success of second language acquisition involves the assessment of both receptive and productive competence. To discuss the factors affecting the efficiency of second language learning, the physical and cognitive  development of individuals, social issues and perspectives of assessment should be taken in to   consideration. The objects of study on second language learning and acquisition mainly focus on learners’ language system such as phonology system, lexical system and grammatical system, second language acquisition processes and mechanisms, and characteristics of learners themselves, etc.

It seems not rare that there are good and versatile learners in language learning. They can pick up a second language much more quickly and easily. In the process of second language learning, there are many important determining factors in the learning rate, route and ultimate attainment. Researchers have been contributed to a series of long and profound research on second language acquisition, and have made great achievements. In the article ‘Factors Affecting Second Language Learning’(Patsy M. Lightbown and Nina Spada,2000) , the authors try to find the evidences to testify that certain individual characteristics are related to successful language learning to some extent. In the activity, they list twelve kinds of presentation forms of ‘good language learner’ characteristics, select a group of learners to measure learners’ characteristics of intelligence, personality, motivation and attitude, learners’ preference, learners’ belief , age of acquisition singly, then carry out intensified research on learner characteristics one by one, the findings of each aspect are listed below.

Likewise, the authors list the difficulties and problems existing in the procedure of the research. For example, it is difficult to observe and measure the individual abstract qualities such as motivation, intelligence and the degree of extroversion. And usually different researchers interpret different sets of characteristics traits with the same markers. Besides, it is not easy to distinguish the relationship of between the individual characteristics and language attainments, is it correlative or causal relationship, it remains doubtful.                                                 
About Intelligence

The factor of intelligence is complicated because it is difficult to be defined and measured. Some researches tell a link between intelligence and second language learning. Cases study on the development of French second language, charged by Genesee (1976), show that certain sorts of second language abilities, such as abilities in reading, grammar, vocabulary , may be tightly related to individual intelligence, but it is not true in productive skills such as speaking ability. Similarly, it is found that intelligence would affect some aspects of second language development when learners were involved in language analysis and rule studying, but it has less influence on oral and communicative productive skills in classroom teaching. However, the authors hereby still hold the view that there is no definite relationship between intelligence and second language learning, for there are some low academic students having been successful in second language acquisition.
About Aptitude
There are some individuals having special gift in language learning, just like CJ in Lorraine Obler’s research report, they usually acquire language quickly and efficiently. Earlier researchers revealed a firm relationship between aptitude and foreign language learning through the adoption of MLAT or PLAB based on the traditional grammar translation or audiolingual methods. With the adoption of communicative teaching methods, people tends to believe aptitude was less even not related to the language learning process.

Because of the variety of individual aptitude, some learners has strong ability in memorizing , whereas others are strong in analytic ability, and not all successful language learners are well- rounded developed in all aspects of aptitude. Wesche’s (1981) researcher suggests that it is more important and necessary for teachers to recognize the strengths and weaknesses of each individual learner, and design proper , diversified teaching contents and environments highly matched with the learners in teaching activities.
About Personality

Although many researches on individual personality show that personality characteristics may affect second language acquisition, it is still difficult to interpret and present the effects in cases studies, partially because the personality characteristics are difficult to identify and measure, and different conclusion and results led by various cases using to measure a similar personality characteristics. Just like the different or even contradictory conclusions coming from the cases study about ‘extroversion’ and ‘inhibition’.

In spite of this, the authors finally still believe that individual personality has vital impact on language learning and acquisition. 
About Motivation and attitudes

Motivation in second language learning is regarded as a very complex issue, we can test the motivation from the perspectives of learner’s communicative needs and learner’s attitude towards the second language community. General results of formal research have proved that positive attitude high level of motivation, especial internal motivation, such as integrative motivation and instrumental motivation, will promote the success of language learning.

Therefore, the authors propose the teacher do positive contribution to inspire the learners to be more successful in second language learning through making the content interesting and close to the learners’ age and ability, making the learning objectives challenging but achievable and measurable, making the learning environment supportive and stress-free, which is supported by the pedagogical practices carried by Graham Crookes and Richard Schmidt (1991).
About Learner preferences 

Learners preferences relate to the way in which each learner begins to concentrate, process and retain new and difficult information, also we can call it “learning style” which can describe learning habits, ways of learning , thinking and memorizing of the language learners. There are perceptual learning style such as ‘visual’ learners, ‘aural’ learners and ‘kinaesthetic’ learners, cognitive learning style as well, for example, the field independent and field dependent learners. 

There has been little research testing and interpreting the interaction and relationship  between learning styles and successful second language attainments. What we can do as teachers is to encourage and inspire learners to use all ways available to them to learn language.
About Learner beliefs    
Being influenced by the previous learning experiences of their own assumption, Second language learners, especially older learners, have strong beliefs on their special learning ways. There are researches showing that learner beliefs can be strong mediating factors in classroom learning. The case of study shows that learners’ progress in language learning could be negatively affected by an instructional approach which was not consistent with their beliefs about the best ways for them to learn. Therefore, teachers can help language learners enhance the strategies and enlarge the flexibility of language learning ways.

About Age of acquisition

For the topic ‘age of acquisition’ , the authors devotes a great number of paragraphs to verify that biological age is a main factor affecting language learning. 
In the early times, to explain the difference between the child second language learners and adult second language learners, people believe there is a critical period for second language acquisition, based on the suggestions from ‘The Critical Period Hypothesis’. The cases study charged by Mark Patkowski (1980) and Johnson and Newport (1989) revealed that age of acquisition is a quite dominate reason in setting limits on the development of native-like mastery of a second language. Which supports the Critical Period Hypothesis for second language acquisition firmly.

Despite of this, the argument ‘Is younger really better’ remains questioned and deserved further discussion and research.
Further discussion about age of acquisition

Controversy in age of acquisition
It is controversial whether should second language be started with at early age in the academic community and on the street stalls. Results from researches about the effect of age on second language learning give ambiguous evidence of close link between the age and ultimate acquisition of second language. Robert M. DeKeyser (2013) offered two main reasons for this controversy:conceptual Misunderstandings and methodological difficulties.

Conceptual misunderstandings

Firstly, we may misunderstand the concepts of ‘rate of acquisition’ and ‘ultimate acquisition’. There is still no evidence showing that the younger can learn and acquire a language faster than the older. but there are more younger learners develop their competence of second language as native speakers. Immigrant children’s learning is slower than adults’ (Krashen, Long, & Scarcella, 1979). The children in most immigrant families learn a second language slower than adults at the first stage, while the immigrant children can keep a long time learning and achieved higher than adults eventually, most of them can reach the level of native speaker. The adult learners make quick progress firstly, especially in language analysis, rules learning, but their progress is slow and even likely to stall later. So it is obvious that the younger 

Secondly, we may be trapped the misunderstanding of the concepts of ‘implicit learning’ and  ‘explicit learning’. According to Krashen(1979) related theories, Implicit learning is a process of language acquiring, learners can pick up the procedural knowledge and abilities without deliberate attention of the what they learn, and the knowledge will be stored in the region of language storage on the left hemisphere of the brain, in which the knowledge will be processed automatically, inspiring learners to understand and generate language. And explicit learning is a process of learning, the learners learn the narrative knowledge with strong awareness, the process of the explicit learning is controlling. Obviously, the way of young language learner reflects the course of implicit knowledge acquiring, and learning of adolescents and adults belongs to explicit learning to large extent. Therefore, we can find the younger learners behaves slower than older learners in classroom, but the younger learners make greater finally. It is also found that children in immigrant families usually overtake their parents in language at last. 
Last but not least, no matter what kinds of results from the research about the age affects, they are just samples and never be recognized as fixed and fit for all foreign language learners. After all, the learning contexts for learners in different areas and countries are totally different from each other.

Methodological difficulties

Actually, Patsy M. Lightbown and Nina Spada(2000)have pointed out the the difficulties during the procedure of research. In addition, we may ignore the difficulty of collecting samples and data. The controversy of the debate on age of acquisition, due partially to the inauthentic data from various individual cases. For example, the data from immigrants are biased or unilateral , without the characteristics of universality and representative. Sometimes, some samples are usually taken from the handy communities or familiar groups where they speak a special first language, which means that the immigrants here should spent much more time using the first language and less time on second language learning. It will produce negative effects on the development of second language. So, if this kind of data are used to interpret the link of age and second language acquisition, it will cause a bias and lead a false conclusion.

Besides, we need get more records about the problems of function structure of age than before when we study age of acquisition. Also, it is necessary to do investigation on how specific aptitudes and other individual characteristics such as various affective and conative variables (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2009; Moyer, 1999, 2004) as well as identity issues (Caldas & Caron-Caldas, 2002; Cheung,Chudek,&Heine,2011)mitigate the age factor,and what impact these interactions between age and individual characteristics have under different conditions of performance (cf. Abrahamsson & Hyltenstam, 2008; DeKeyser, 2000; Granena, 2012).

Conclusion

The effect of age on second language learning has been debated for years, and it is still controversial. We can see the advantages from the overwhelming evidences for deprecating early age of second language learning, also some documents about the advantages of younger learners, they seem to be reasonable and suggestive partially to some certain groups based on the various situations of certain community. which remains wide space for researchers to explore it.
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