Stephen Krashen's Theory of Second Language Acquisition

Second language acquisition theory seeks to quantify how and by what processes individuals acquire a second language. The predominant theory of second language acquisition was developed by the University of Southern California’s Steven Krashen. Krashen is a specialist in language development and acquisition, and his influential theory is widely accepted in the language learning community. 

· Quotable quotes:

"Language acquisition does not require extensive use of conscious grammatical rules, and does not require tedious drill." Stephen Krashen
"Acquisition requires meaningful interaction in the target language - natural communication - in which speakers are concerned not with the form of their utterances but with the messages they are conveying and understanding." Stephen Krashen
"The best methods are therefore those that supply 'comprehensible input' in low anxiety situations, containing messages that students really want to hear. These methods do not force early production in the second language, but allow students to produce when they are 'ready', recognizing that improvement comes from supplying communicative and comprehensible input, and not from forcing and correcting production." Stephen Krashen
"In the real world, conversations with sympathetic native speakers who are willing to help the acquirer understand are very helpful." Stephen Krashen
· Five Components of Second Language Acquisition Theory

· Stephen Krashen's Monitor Theory 

Now let us turn to a highly influential and controversial account of second language learning, which is based on the idea that second language learning is very similar to the learning of a first language. The account has been put forward in it fullest form by the American language teacher, Stephen Krashen.

Krashen sees five fundamental components - which he calls hypotheses - as the basis for his language teaching method. Each of the components relates to a different aspect of the language learning process. The five components are as follows:

1. The Acquisition Learning Hypothesis 

2. The Monitor Hypothesis 

3. The Natural Order Hypothesis 

4. The Input Hypothesis 

5. The Affective Filter Hypothesis 
1. The Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis 

This hypothesis actually fuses two fundamental theories of how individuals learn languages. Krashen has concluded that there are two systems of language acquisition that are independent but related: the acquired system and the learned system. 
The acquired system relates to the unconscious aspect of language acquisition. When people learn their first language by speaking the language naturally in daily interaction with others who speak their native language, this acquired system is at work. In this system, speakers are less concerned with the structure of their utterances than with the act of communicating meaning. Krashen privileges the acquired system over the learned system. 
The learned system relates to formal instruction which is the procedure employed in most traditional classrooms where students engage in formal study to acquire knowledge about the target language. For example, studying the rules of syntax is part of the learned system. 
· Krashen makes a distinction between what he calls acquisition of a language - which is much the same as the process by which a child learns his first language - and learning, which is the procedure employed in most traditional classrooms. Acquisition is a relatively painless process. The child hears language all around him, and unconsciously works out the grammar. This he can do because he is equipped with an LAD. He does not set out to deliberately learn the language. Learning, on the other hand, is a conscious process, requiring effort specifically directed towards analysing the target language. This is what we do in grammar lessons, and Krashen appears to be thinking mainly of grammar when he refers to this. A standard case would be learning the inflections of the German verb, or the French Subjunctive.

· Now, according to Krashen, one can only be said to master a language when it has been acquired. Formal learning may give us the rules of grammar, but it does not mean that we will use them correctly. He points to the fact that students may score well on formal grammar tests, but, when they are concentrating on content rather than form, make mistakes that they do not make in the tests.
2. The Monitor Hypothesis 
· The monitor hypothesis seeks to elucidate how the acquired system is affected by the learned system. When second language learners monitor their speech, they are applying their understanding of learned grammar to edit, plan, and initiate their communication. This action can only occur when speakers have ample time to think about the form and structure of their sentences.
· Krashen does not think that formal grammar teaching is entirely pointless. The formal rule system feeds in to what he calls the Monitor - we may think of this as a minute grammar teacher that sits inside our brains and listens to what we say, or reads what we write and yells out whenever he hears a mistake.
· The Monitor is a dangerous ally (assistant) - some language learners over-monitor (over-use) and some use very little of their learned knowledge and are said to under-monitor and their speech becomes slow, and hesitant - their interlocutors are likely to give up on them, and go and talk to somebody else. This, as we shall see, is important, because a language learner needs to hear a lot of language from native speakers. 
· The Monitor is best used when we have to be very careful - when language is necessarily formal. This is obviously the case when writing letters of application, for example, or when speaking to a hierarchical superior in a formal situation.
· Most of the time, however, Krashen suggests that we should leave the monitor unemployed, and concentrate upon the meaning that we wish to convey, rather than on the form of our utterances. 

3. The Natural Order Hypothesis 
· This hypothesis argues that there is a natural order to the way second language learners acquire their target language. Research suggests that this natural order seems to transcend age, the learner's native language, the target language, and the conditions under which the second language is being learned
· The second point is that learners make mistakes, and that these mistakes are a necessary part of language learning. These mistakes are not random, but are very similar to the errors that children make when learning their first language. If we follow the mistakes that students make through time, we will see that they lie in a rough sequence.
· Moreover, the sequence of errors for acquired language is not the same as the sequence of learned grammar points - some grammatical morphemes which appear simple from the learning point of view, are in fact acquired late - the 's' of the TPS. This, according to Krashen, indicates that there is a natural order in which learners pick up a language - and that this order is roughly the same for all learners, no matter what their linguistic background. 
· Chinese people learning English will make the same mistakes, and will learn in more or less the same order as French people.(As we will see, there is much evidence to suggest that Krashen is right on this point, although there are in fact differences between Chinese learners of English and French learners of English).

· The point of this observation is that these mistakes will be made in the same order whether the learners have been taught the grammar or not, and that teaching the grammar will not help them change the order (Krashen appears to believe that it will not make acquisition any quicker either, but recent research suggests that while grammar teaching does not appear to change the order, it can get the student through the different stages more rapidly).

4. The Input Hypothesis 
· Although his overall theory is often referred to as the Monitor Hypothesis, it is this fourth point that is crucial to Krashen's whole argument. Starting from the observation that in what he calls Natural language learning conditions, people often go through a silent period, when they observe and listen - this appears to be true of the baby, for example, but is also true of adult learners in the Amazon basin - he believes that it is not language use which is the key variable in acquisition, but language input - what the learner hears and reads.
· The most useful form of input has to be understandable - this does not mean that it has to be one hundred per cent clear; in fact it should be just a little beyond the learner's present capacity. If it is too far beyond, the learner will not pay attention to the input, and if it is not far enough, the learner will learn nothing. 
· Krashen considers that grammar translation methods, which often graded the material to the learner's present level, made the mistake of oversimplification. This is because : 

· they do not in fact know what the student needs next - acquisition order research has not yet given us full information on the basic order in which grammar is learnt. 

· in any one class, there will be individuals at different levels, who are needing different kinds of input. 
· He suggests that, instead of fine-tuning the input, as traditional methods have been wont to do, the modern teacher should give rough-tuned input - and a wide variety of material, supported by visual cues and realia which give it a context within which the learner may guess at the content. Just as parents in Bruner's model of FLA make language comprehensible for the baby by surrounding it by ritual and regularity, so the language teacher must make input comprehensible by contextualizing it.

5. The Affective Filter Hypothesis 
· This hypothesis describes external factors that can act as a filter that impedes acquisition. These factors include motivation, self-confidence, and anxiety. For example, if a learner has very low motivation, very low self-confidence, and a high level of anxiety, the affective filter comes into place and inhibits the learner from acquiring the new language. Students who are motivated, confident, and relaxed about learning the target language have much more success acquiring a second language than those who are trying to learn with the affective filter in place.

· One barrier to learning is to be found in any negative feelings that the learner may have about the language, the method used, the institution or the teacher. These feelings may constitute a kind of filter, which keeps the input out. It is therefore part of the teacher's job to make language learning as free of stress and as enjoyable an experience as possible.
· Traditional language classrooms are often highly stressful places - pressure is put upon pupils to produce language even when they do not feel ready to do so, or when they feel they have no particular reason to say anything. There is the feeling that all language production will be graded and used as evidence of failure and so on. This is one of the reasons why Krashen insists upon input, rather than output.
The kind of model that Krashen puts forward here is often referred to as an input model. The idea is that as with the young children, learners will advance in language acquisition if they are exposed to large amounts of authentic language, language which is not specifically graded in terms of a set grammatical progression, but which is adapted to the students’ interests and reasons for learning the language. This input should be contextualized in such a way that the learner can understand a large amount of what is being said or written without constant need to consult dictionaries or ask to the teacher. It should be done in relaxing and friendly conditions

This is the basis of what Krashen refers to as the Natural Approach.
· A Final Point on Grammar
According to second language acquisition theory, the role of grammar-rules in language acquisition is useful only when the learner is interested in learning grammar. Otherwise, Krashen argues that studying grammar equates to language appreciation and does not positively influence language acquisition.

· Next, we shall take the five basic hypotheses and subject them to critical observation. This will lead us to assess Krashen's theory, and to cover a great deal of the material that researchers in the domain of Second Language Acquisition Theory have produced since the late 1960s.
Brain Storming : Questions for L2 users  

· Do you use:

· the two languages in different situations or in the same situation?

· the two languages to different people or the same people?

· the L1 at the same time as the L2, e.g. by translating?

· code-switching during the course of a conversation? 

· Do you feel using two languages has:

· social advantages or disadvantages?

· mental advantages or disadvantages? 

· Using L2:

· Do you feel you are losing your first language? 

Question for teachers: 

· How does the theories of Krashen help a teacher better to understand how his/her second language students 
       learn?
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