krashen second language acquisition
theory

krashen second language acquisition theory has significantly influenced the field of
linguistics and language education since its introduction by Stephen Krashen in the late
20th century. This theory provides a comprehensive framework for understanding how
individuals acquire a second language, emphasizing the difference between language
acquisition and language learning. It introduces several hypotheses that explain the
cognitive processes behind language development, offering valuable insights for educators,
linguists, and learners. The theory underlines the importance of natural communication,
comprehensible input, and low affective filters in successful language acquisition. This
article explores the key components of Krashen’s theory, its practical applications in
language teaching, as well as critiques and contemporary relevance. The following sections
will delve into the fundamental hypotheses, pedagogical implications, and the ongoing
impact of Krashen’s work in second language acquisition research.
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e Practical Applications in Language Teaching

e Criticisms and Limitations of Krashen’s Theory
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Overview of Krashen’s Second Language
Acquisition Theory

Krashen’s second language acquisition theory, developed in the 1980s, revolutionized how
language acquisition is understood by distinguishing between acquisition and learning
processes. Acquisition is viewed as a subconscious, natural process similar to how children
learn their first language, whereas learning refers to conscious knowledge of grammatical
rules. The theory emphasizes that real language acquisition occurs when learners are
exposed to meaningful communication rather than explicit grammar instruction. Central to
Krashen’s approach is the notion that language acquisition requires comprehensible input,
which is language input slightly beyond the current competence of the learner, often
summarized by the formula “i+1.” This approach contrasts with traditional methods that
focused heavily on formal instruction and error correction. Krashen’s theory has since
guided many communicative and immersive language programs worldwide.



The Five Hypotheses of Krashen’s Theory

Krashen’s theory is structured around five main hypotheses that explain the mechanisms
and conditions essential for second language acquisition. Each hypothesis contributes
uniquely to understanding how learners internalize a new language.

The Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis

The acquisition-learning hypothesis differentiates between two distinct ways of developing
a second language: acquisition, an unconscious process akin to first language development,
and learning, a conscious process involving explicit knowledge of language rules. According
to Krashen, acquisition is far more effective and durable for real communication.

The Monitor Hypothesis

The monitor hypothesis explains the role of learned knowledge as a monitor or editor that
can make corrections to language output but only under certain conditions such as time
availability and focus on form. It suggests that over-reliance on the monitor can hinder
fluency and spontaneity.

The Natural Order Hypothesis

This hypothesis posits that language learners acquire grammatical structures in a
predictable order, which is not necessarily influenced by explicit teaching. Some structures
are acquired early, while others come later, regardless of the learner’s first language or
instruction.

The Input Hypothesis

The input hypothesis is central to Krashen’s theory, stating that learners acquire language
by understanding input that is slightly beyond their current level (i+1). Comprehensible
input is essential for acquisition to occur naturally and effectively.

The Affective Filter Hypothesis

The affective filter hypothesis highlights the importance of emotional variables such as
motivation, anxiety, and self-confidence in language acquisition. A low affective
filter—where learners feel comfortable and motivated—facilitates better intake of language
input, while a high filter impedes acquisition.



Practical Applications in Language Teaching

Krashen’s second language acquisition theory has had profound implications for language
pedagogy, encouraging methods that prioritize meaningful communication and natural
language exposure over rote memorization and repetitive drills.

Emphasis on Comprehensible Input

Language teachers are encouraged to provide input that is understandable yet challenging
to promote acquisition. This might include using visual aids, contextual clues, and simplified
language that still introduces new vocabulary and structures.

Creating Low-Anxiety Learning Environments

Since affective factors influence language acquisition, educators strive to create supportive,
stress-free environments to lower the affective filter. Techniques include cooperative
learning, positive feedback, and fostering learner autonomy.

Minimal Focus on Explicit Grammar Instruction

While grammar is not ignored, Krashen’s theory suggests that explicit instruction should
not dominate the classroom. Instead, grammar is best acquired indirectly through exposure
to rich linguistic input and natural communication.

Use of Natural Communication and Real-Life Contexts

Language acquisition is optimized when learners engage in authentic conversations and
meaningful interactions. Role plays, storytelling, and content-based instruction are
examples of practices aligned with Krashen’s theory.

Providing rich, contextualized language input

Encouraging interaction and communication

Reducing learner anxiety and negative emotions

Allowing natural progression through language stages

Criticisms and Limitations of Krashen’s Theory

Despite its influence, Krashen’s second language acquisition theory has faced criticisms
and limitations, particularly regarding its empirical support and practical scope.



Lack of Empirical Evidence

Some scholars argue that Krashen’s hypotheses lack rigorous empirical validation. The
theory is often seen as too idealistic and difficult to test experimentally, especially the
distinction between acquisition and learning.

Underestimation of Explicit Instruction

Critics claim that Krashen’s downplaying of formal grammar instruction overlooks the
benefits that explicit teaching can have on certain learners, especially in academic or
professional contexts where accuracy is critical.

Overemphasis on Input

While comprehensible input is essential, some researchers suggest that output and
interaction also play critical roles in language development, which Krashen’s theory does
not fully address.

Applicability Across Different Learners

The theory may not equally apply to all learner types, such as adult learners with specific
cognitive strategies or those learning languages with less accessible input.

Contemporary Relevance and Future Directions

Krashen’s second language acquisition theory continues to be a foundational framework in
language education, influencing communicative language teaching and immersion
programs worldwide. Modern research often integrates Krashen’s ideas with interactionist
perspectives, focusing on the combined roles of input, output, and interaction.

Integration with Interactionist Approaches

Recent theories emphasize the importance of negotiation of meaning, feedback, and
learner output alongside comprehensible input, enriching Krashen’s original hypotheses
with social and cognitive dimensions.

Technological Advancements and Input Delivery

Technology has expanded opportunities for providing comprehensible input through
multimedia, language apps, and online communication platforms, aligning well with
Krashen’s emphasis on natural and meaningful exposure.



Ongoing Research and Pedagogical Innovations

Contemporary studies continue to explore the affective filter’s role, optimal input
conditions, and the balance between explicit and implicit learning strategies, advancing the
field of second language acquisition inspired by Krashen’s foundational theory.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Krashen's Second Language Acquisition
Theory?

Krashen's Second Language Acquisition Theory is a set of five hypotheses that explain how
people acquire a second language naturally, emphasizing the importance of
comprehensible input and the distinction between language acquisition and language
learning.

What are the five hypotheses in Krashen's theory?

The five hypotheses are: the Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis, the Monitor Hypothesis, the
Natural Order Hypothesis, the Input Hypothesis, and the Affective Filter Hypothesis.

How does Krashen differentiate between acquisition
and learning?

Krashen distinguishes acquisition as a subconscious process similar to how children learn
their first language, while learning is a conscious process involving formal instruction and
knowledge about the language.

What is the Input Hypothesis in Krashen's theory?

The Input Hypothesis states that language learners acquire language by understanding
input that is slightly above their current proficiency level, often summarized as 'i+1', where
'iI'is the learner's current level.

What role does the Affective Filter play in language
acquisition according to Krashen?

The Affective Filter hypothesis suggests that emotional factors such as motivation, anxiety,
and self-confidence can influence language acquisition; a low affective filter allows for
better acquisition, while a high filter can block input.

How is Krashen's theory applied in language teaching?

Krashen's theory encourages teaching methods that provide comprehensible input in a low-
stress environment, focusing on meaningful communication rather than explicit grammar
instruction.



What criticisms exist regarding Krashen's Second
Language Acquisition Theory?

Critics argue that Krashen's theory underestimates the role of output and interaction in
language learning and that it lacks empirical support for some hypotheses, such as the
Natural Order Hypothesis.

Can Krashen's theory be applied to all types of
language learners?

While Krashen's theory is influential, it may not address all individual differences; some
learners benefit from explicit instruction and practice, so a balanced approach combining
acquisition and learning is often recommended.

Additional Resources

1. Principles and Practice in Second Language Acquisition

This seminal book by Stephen D. Krashen introduces his influential theories on second
language acquisition, including the Input Hypothesis, the Affective Filter Hypothesis, and
the Natural Order Hypothesis. It emphasizes the importance of comprehensible input and
low-anxiety environments for language learning. The book is foundational for educators and
researchers interested in language acquisition processes.

2. The Power of Reading: Insights from the Research

Krashen explores the role of voluntary reading in language acquisition, arguing that
extensive reading significantly improves vocabulary, grammar, and overall language
competence. The book compiles research evidence supporting reading as a natural and
effective means of acquiring a second language. It also provides practical
recommendations for integrating reading into language teaching.

3. Explorations in Language Acquisition and Use

This collection of essays by Krashen delves into various aspects of language acquisition
theory and practice. Topics include the distinction between language learning and
acquisition, the role of input, and critiques of traditional language teaching methods. It
offers valuable insights for both linguists and language educators.

4. Second Language Acquisition and Second Language Learning

In this book, Krashen differentiates between subconscious language acquisition and formal
language learning. He argues that true language competence arises primarily from
acquisition rather than explicit instruction. The text is widely used in linguistics courses to
introduce learners to key concepts in SLA research.

5. The Natural Approach: Language Acquisition in the Classroom (with Tracy Terrell)
Krashen and Terrell present the Natural Approach, a method based on Krashen’s theories
that prioritizes meaningful communication and comprehensible input over formal grammar
instruction. The approach encourages a low-stress learning environment and emphasizes
the importance of exposure to the target language. It has influenced communicative
language teaching practices worldwide.



6. Understanding Second Language Acquisition

This concise book provides a clear overview of Krashen’s hypotheses and their implications
for language teaching. It discusses how input, affective factors, and the distinction between
acquisition and learning interact in the process of SLA. The book serves as an accessible
introduction for students and practitioners.

7. Free Voluntary Reading: New Research, Applications, and Controversies

Krashen compiles recent studies and debates regarding free voluntary reading (FVR) as a
method for language acquisition. The book highlights how FVR supports vocabulary growth,
fluency, and overall language proficiency without the stress of formal instruction. It also
addresses criticisms and practical challenges of implementing FVR programs.

8. Second Language Acquisition: Theory and Pedagogy

This text integrates Krashen’s theories with other major SLA frameworks, providing a
comprehensive view of language acquisition research. It discusses how Krashen’s input
hypothesis contrasts with output and interactionist theories. The book is designed for
educators seeking to apply SLA theory in classroom settings.

9. Language Acquisition and Language Learning

Krashen elaborates on the distinction between acquisition and learning and explores the
implications for curriculum design and assessment. He advocates for teaching practices
that maximize natural acquisition opportunities through meaningful input. The book is
influential in shaping modern language teaching methodologies grounded in SLA research.
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