HPEN7005 Assignment 1

Second language learning refers to the process by which people learn a second or non-native language, which is a scientific sub-discipline of applied linguistics and also related to subjects such as psychology, linguistics and education. Different from the mother tongue, people cannot acquire a second language spontaneously and might be influenced by the negative transfer of first language to a large degree. With the unprecedented trend of globalization, billions of children tend to be required to acquire a second language in a formal school setting, English in most cases. Meanwhile, scholars have put forward many theories in terms of second language from the perspective of nativist, environmentalist, interactionist and so forth, which has proved that second language acquisition not only draws the attention from learners, but also researchers. It is undeniable that factors like individual difference exert a profound impact on second language learning. Factors affecting second language acquisition will be expounded in the following sections.
The chapter two of English Language Teaching in its Social Context, Factors affecting second language learning, primarily focuses on elaborating the internal and individual difference among second language learners. According to Pstsy M. Lightbrown and Nina Spada (2000), the author of the research article, there are several major characteristics affecting second language acquirers to a non-negligible extent: intelligence, aptitude, motivation and attitudes, personality, learner preferences and beliefs, age of acquisition and so on. To be specific, with regard to the relationship between second language learning and intelligence, research found out that IQ scores were a good way to predict how successful a learner would be. In addition, research shows that the relationship between aptitude and second language learning under the context of grammar translation or audio-lingual methods is considerable, but uncorrelated in a more communicative approach of teaching. Compared to intelligence and aptitude, the research outcome between personality and second language learning is not that explicit, in that personality is complex and always combines with other factors. However, researchers do believe that some personality traits like extrovert can exert an impact on second language acquisition. As for motivation and attitudes, the overall findings demonstrate that positive motivation and attitudes can contribute to successful language learning. Moreover, learner preferences and beliefs can influence the efficiency of second language acquisition depend on whether learners and teachers choose the suitable learning style or strategy. Age of acquisition is also a remarkable factor that affects second language acquisition. Critical Period Hypothesis has been put forward and drew extensive attention from educators and linguists. Researchers found out that age of acquisition do affect learners’ accent, pronunciation, grammar and so forth. It is worth mentioning that exploring the relationship between characteristic and second language acquisition is by no means easy due to the following reasons: first, some characteristics like motivation and personality is difficult to observe or measure straightway; second, the definition and measure standard of language proficiency is various; third, the interpretation of two interdependent elements is not unique.
In general, Pstsy M. Lightbrown and Nina Spada (2000) have enumerated primary factors affecting second language acquisition at large. However, the author considers that there are some other important factors have not been taken into account, and the classification of these factors could be more logical and intuitionist. Based on the theory of this research article and other theories pointed out by other scholars, the author tends to reclassify the factors influencing second language acquisition in the table (table 1) below.

	Internal Factors
	Semi-internal Factors

	External Factors
	Social-psychological Factors

	1. Intelligence
2. Aptitude
3.Hemisphere specialization
4. Gender
5. Age 
6. Birth order
	1. Personality
2. Cognitive style
3. Working memory
	1. Learning strategy
2. prior experience

	1. Motivation
2. Attitude


	Table 1



Internal Factors
From the author perspective, all inborn factors that individual cannot change through endeavor could be counted as internal factors, involving intelligence, aptitude, hemisphere specialization, gender, age and birth order. Although some people believe elements like intelligence and aptitude can be improved through sound education method or nutrition, nobody could deny the great significance of DNA on intelligence or aptitude. The definition of intelligence has not reached a complete consensus in academic circles. However, what most researchers basically agree is that intelligence involves the ability of reasoning, problem solving, logical thinking, comprehension, reaction and so on. On the other hand, aptitude means inherent potential to certain work that developed or undeveloped. A psychologist, Carroll put forward that foreign language aptitude includes four independent abilities: phonetic coding ability, grammatical sensitivity, rote learning ability for foreign language materials, inductive language learning ability (Diane Larsen-Freeman and Michael H.Long, 1992). The author believes it is difficult to measure the relationship between second language learning and intelligence or aptitude alone, because aptitude and intelligence quotient are related. Speaking of the third internal factor, hemisphere specialization, scientists have proved that left hemisphere relates to rational thinking, and right hemisphere perceptual thinking. The stage hypothesis contends that the right hemisphere is involved in second language acquisition, especially during the early stages (Diane Larsen-Freeman and Michael H.Long, 1992). Furthermore, gender is also linked to the performance of acquiring a foreign language. Many scholars such as Farhady (1982) and Eisenstein (1982) found that female outperform male in many language tasks (Diane Larsen-Freeman and Michael H.Long, 1992). With regard to age, it is also an important but controversial factor that scholars are interested in. Krashen, Long and Scarcella (1979) drew a famous conclusion from the research literature: older is faster, but younger is better. It is primarily because younger can achieve accent-free, native-like performance in second language, but older with better comprehensive and analytical ability develop faster in syntactic and morphological knowledge than children. Thus, scholars propose hypothesis like Critical Period or Sensitive Period to explain the phenomenon (Diane Larsen-Freeman and Michael H.Long, 1992). The last factor the author mention in internal factors is birth order. Although birth order usually is ignored in Chinese English learners in recent year due to one-child policy, it is still worth mentioning in second language acquisition. Rosenblum and Dorman (1978 cited in Seliger 1984) found out that good imitators around five or six years old are either first-born or only children (Diane Larsen-Freeman and Michael H.Long, 1992). 

Semi-internal Factors
    The author categorizes elements that partly affected by biological reason into the group of semi-internal factors, which means that external environment may also cause the change of these factors. The first semi-internal factor is personality, the characteristic sets of behaviors, cognitions and emotional patterns. It is noticeable that personality possesses the feature of long-term stability, but also malleable by environmental influences. There are many researches show that personality traits such as extroversion, self-esteem and anxiety are related to second language acquisition. The author will discuss personality in detail at the second half of this article. Cognitive style, the second semi-internal factor, refers to the partial method individual process information, which is aligned with personality. Scholars mainly point out five pairs of cognitive style: field independence/dependence; category width (broad/narrow categorizers); reflective/impulsivity; aural/visual; analytic/gestalt. Different cognitive style also exerts an impact on second language learning. Lastly, working memory is a concept from cognitive psychology, representing the capacity that holds and processes temporary information. Many researchers have found out the relationship between working memory and second language acquisition. For example, Skehan (1998) believed that some learners can process input information more effectively owing to their greater working memory capacity.

External Factors
    Different from internal or semi-internal factors, the author regards external factors as flexible independent variables that can be altered or controlled by learners themselves. Learning strategy is one of the external factors, because clever learners could choose strategy from meta-cognitive strategies, cognitive strategies and social mediation according to their own preference (Diane Larsen-Freeman and Michael H.Long, 1992). Another external factor is prior experience. Many researches have shown that language learners previously acquired could exert a positive or negative transfer on the language studied latter.

Social-psychological Factors
    If considering internal, semi-internal and external factors as a dimension measuring second language learning, social-psychology is another perspective that leads to individual differences. Motivation and attitude are two social-psychological factors closely relating to second language acquisition. Firstly, although some researchers like Strong (1984) contends that motivation might not promote acquisition, but rather results from it, there are still many scholars believe learners motivated to acquire a second language due to utilitarian purposes like career success (Diane Larsen-Freeman and Michael H.Long, 1992). Secondly, attitude is also an important but indirect social-psychological factor on second language acquisition. Not only the learners themselves’ attitudes affect language learning, but the attitude of parents, peers, teachers and ethnicity also influence learning output. 

    After enumerating major factors affecting second language acquisition, the author tends to discuss its relationship with personality in detail. Many personality traits have been proved to have connection with second language acquisition. To be specific, extroversion is the most frequent-mention factor when people talk about second language acquisition. Study shows that introvert learners perform better in listening, grammar, reading and lexical practice than extroverts, but inferior in writing and oral tasks. It is worth noticing that the scale normally applied in the study is Introversion-Extroversion Scale or MBTI (Myers–Briggs Type Indicator). These scales divide people into either extroversion or introversion directly. However, there do exist a group of people who are shy extroverts or socially skilled introverts (Rowan Bayne, 2002). Thus, the author believes that the Big Five personality model is more suitable for the research, because this model divides extroversion into six sub-dimensions, namely warmth, gregariousness, assertiveness, activity, excitement seeking and positive emotions. Through evaluating the score in each sub-dimension, it is more reasonable to classify the degree of extroversion, rather that dichotomy. Another remarkable personality trait is self-esteem. Heyde (1979) found that the students’ performance correlated significantly with task self-esteem. Furthermore, anxiety is another general element affecting language learning. From psychological perspective, there are two types of anxiety: facilitating and debilitating anxiety. Scovel (1978) comments that “facilitating anxiety motivates the learner to ‘fight’ the new learning task…Debilitating anxiety, in contrast, motivates the learner to ‘flee’ the new learning task.” (Diane Larsen-Freeman and Michael H.Long, 1992) In addition, risk-taking is another important personality trait, and Rubin (1975) characterized outstanding learners as willing to guess and appear foolish in order to communicate (Diane Larsen-Freeman and Michael H.Long, 1992). Another personality trait related to language learning is empathy. According to Guiora (1972), like children develop general ego, they also acquire a language ego. Hence, for adults who are more empathic, they are more likely to have more permeability of language ego boundaries (Diane Larsen-Freeman and Michael H.Long, 1992). Moreover, personality trait, tolerance of ambiguity, also attracts the attention of many scholars. It is not uncommon for language learners confronting with new ambiguous stimuli, and people with low tolerance of ambiguity many experience frustration and diminished performance as a result (Diane Larsen-Freeman and Michael H.Long, 1992). Overall, personality trait plays a very significant role in second language acquisition. Cultivating a good language learner is by no means easy without knowing his/her personality trait.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]Understanding factors affecting second language learning is quiet meaningful for TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages). As a pervasive Chinese saying goes “modifying one's way of teaching to suit the special requirements of each class or case.”, teachers should bear in mind that every individual should be gave scope to their own unlimited potential. Ideally, educators should place students in appropriate teaching programs depending on their various kind of intelligence, aptitude, personality traits, learner preferences and so forth. Admittedly, internal and semi-internal factors account for a relatively large proportion in second language acquisition, but factors like motivation, attitude, learning strategy and prior experience is more deserved to be highlighted in TESOL. It is primarily because learners should believe that their second language performance can be improved not based on nature, but nurture. Through building learners’ beliefs, students could achieve the best of themselves, which is always the ultimate goal of all-round education from the author perspective. In sum, there are many factors affecting second language learning. Teachers should shoulder the responsibility to help students find out their most suitable learning strategies, so that they could yield twice the result with half the effort.
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