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Krashen's Second Language Acquisition Theory: A
Comprehensive Guide

Learning a new language is a fascinating journey, filled with challenges and
triumphs. But what's the best way to learn? For decades, educators and
linguists have grappled with this question, and one of the most influential
theories in the field is Stephen Krashen's Second Language Acquisition (SLA)
theory. This comprehensive guide will delve into Krashen's five hypotheses,
exploring their implications for language learners and teachers alike. We'll
break down the complexities in a clear, conversational style, helping you
understand how this theory can revolutionize your approach to language
learning. Get ready to unlock the secrets to successful language acquisition!

Understanding Krashen's Five Hypotheses

Krashen's theory isn't just one idea; it's a framework built upon five
interconnected hypotheses. Let's examine each one in detail:

1. The Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis: This is arguably the cornerstone of
Krashen's theory. It posits a fundamental distinction between
acquisition and learning. Acquisition, Krashen argues, is a subconscious
process similar to how children learn their first language. It's
intuitive, natural, and happens through meaningful interaction and
exposure to the target language. Learning, on the other hand, is a
conscious process, involving formal instruction, grammar rules, and
vocabulary memorization. Krashen believes that fluent language use stems
primarily from acquisition, not learning. Think about it - you didn't
consciously learn your mother tongue by memorizing grammar rules; you
absorbed it naturally through immersion.

1. The Monitor Hypothesis: This hypothesis explains the role of conscious
learning in language use. While Krashen emphasizes the dominance of
acquisition, he doesn't dismiss learning entirely. He suggests that
conscious learning acts as a "monitor" - a kind of editor - that checks
and corrects our output. However, this monitor is most effective when we
have time to think, when we're focused on accuracy, and when we're
familiar with the rules being applied. For spontaneous speech,
acquisition takes the lead. Think of it like writing an essay versus
having a casual conversation - you're more likely to edit carefully in
the former.

1. The Input Hypothesis: This is arguably the most practical hypothesis for
language learners. It states that language acquisition occurs when we



receive comprehensible input (i+1), where 'i' represents our current

level of competence, and '+1' signifies input that is just slightly
beyond our current understanding. This "i+1" is crucial because it
challenges us without overwhelming us. Exposure to language that's too
easy 1s boring and won't lead to growth, while exposure to language
that's too difficult will lead to frustration and little progress.
Finding that sweet spot is key. This is why immersion is so powerful; it
constantly provides this "i+1" input.

1. The Affective Filter Hypothesis: This hypothesis highlights the role of
emotional factors in language acquisition. Krashen suggests that a high
"affective filter" - caused by anxiety, low self-esteem, or a lack of
motivation - can block the intake of comprehensible input. Conversely, a
low affective filter, characterized by confidence and positive feelings
towards learning, allows for optimal input processing and acquisition.
Creating a relaxed and supportive learning environment is therefore
critical for success.

1. The Natural Order Hypothesis: This hypothesis posits that language
acquisition follows a predictable sequence. Learners acquire grammatical
structures in a relatively fixed order, regardless of their age,
background, or learning method. While the exact order may vary slightly
between learners, certain grammatical structures tend to emerge before
others. This suggests that there's an inherent logic to language
acquisition, and forcing learners to master grammatical points out of
order might be counterproductive.

Implications for Language Teachers and Learners

Krashen's theory has profound implications for both language teachers and
learners:

For Teachers: It emphasizes the importance of creating a low—-anxiety,
communicative classroom environment. Focusing on meaningful communication
rather than rote memorization of grammar rules is key. Teachers should
provide comprehensible input slightly above the learners' current level,
using a variety of engaging activities and materials.

For Learners: It encourages a focus on comprehensible input. This means
immersing themselves in the target language through activities like reading,
listening to music and podcasts, watching movies, and engaging in
conversations. Focusing on communication over perfect grammar is essential;
mistakes are a natural part of the learning process. Finding ways to lower
their affective filter - through relaxation techniques, positive self-talk,
and supportive learning environments - is also crucial.

Criticisms of Krashen's Theory

While highly influential, Krashen's theory isn't without its critics. Some
argue that the distinction between acquisition and learning is too



simplistic, and that conscious learning can play a more significant role in
language acquisition than Krashen suggests. Others question the empirical
evidence supporting some of his hypotheses, particularly the Natural Order
Hypothesis. Despite these criticisms, Krashen's work remains a valuable
contribution to the field of SLA, offering a practical and insightful
framework for understanding language acquisition.

Conclusion

Krashen's Second Language Acquisition theory offers a compelling framework
for understanding how people learn languages. By emphasizing comprehensible
input, a low affective filter, and the importance of natural acquisition over
conscious learning, his five hypotheses provide a roadmap for effective
language learning and teaching. While not without its critics, the theory's
enduring influence on language pedagogy is undeniable, offering wvaluable
insights for anyone embarking on the rewarding journey of language
acquisition. Remember, consistent effort, a positive attitude, and immersion
in the target language are all key ingredients for success.

FAQs

1. Is Krashen's theory applicable to all languages? While the underlying
principles are generally applicable, the specifics might vary depending
on the language's structure and the learner's native language.

1. How can I lower my affective filter while learning a language? Practice
relaxation techniques, focus on your progress rather than perfection,
surround yourself with supportive learners, and celebrate small
victories.

1. Can I learn a language solely through immersion? While immersion is
incredibly effective, combining it with some conscious learning (e.g.,
studying vocabulary) can accelerate the process.

1. What are some practical ways to implement the Input Hypothesis? Watch
movies with subtitles, listen to podcasts, read books at your level, and
find language exchange partners.

1. Is it possible to achieve native-like fluency using Krashen's methods?
Achieving native-like fluency requires significant time and effort, but
Krashen's principles can certainly guide you towards high levels of
proficiency.
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