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The Growth of Non-native Speakers of 
English in International Schools: rea-
sons and problems
Research has shown that one of the main reasons parents 
send their children to English-medium international schools is 
because they want them to learn English, the world’s global lan-
guage. This means that international school teachers face the 
challenge of teaching the curriculum to children for whom Eng-
lish is an additional (or second) language, and many of these 
children will have very limited proficiency in English and some 
none at all. This is a trend that is likely to continue.

Even though many international schools will have a specialist 
EAL department, inevitably, many classroom teachers are ex-
pected to take on some (and in some cases all) of the responsi-
bility for developing the English language proficiency of these 
children. However, even though teachers may have a good un-

derstanding of general learning theory and the latest strategies 
to support learning, this may not be the case when it comes to 
the specifics of teaching English as an additional language: 
how are second languages learned?

This booklet is designed to give teachers a quick introduc-
tion into some of the key ideas behind second language 
learning, and how these ideas can be put to practice in the 
classroom.

The booklet doesn’t contain lots of ideas for activities to do in 
the classroom (things that can readily be found in existing 
books and on the Internet). Instead, I am aiming to give class-
room teachers with limited knowledge of how English is learned 
an overview of what Second Language Acquisition theory and 
research says, by picking out, magpie-like, some of the most 
useful and enlightening ideas from the vast academic field of 
SLA. My hope is that this booklet will give international school 
teachers a clearer understanding of the language learning proc-
ess and an appreciation of the challenge faced by English lan-
guage learners (ELLs). 

A Brief History of SLA
It’s probably useful to start by placing our current understanding 
of SLA in its historical context, partly because old habits (and 
old theories) die hard.

Introduction

Introduction
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Before the Second World War, language teaching was domi-
nated by the grammar-translation method, the study of gram-
matical rules and translation of foreign language texts into a 
learner’s L1. In the grammar-translation method, oral work was 
minimal and written work dominated. This was essentially the 
way that Latin and Ancient Greek had been studied for centu-
ries, and when the demand for learning foreign language rose 
during the eighteenth century, it was applied to modern foreign 
languages too - after all, there weren’t any other methods out 
there. The problem was, the grammar-translation method 
treated language learning as a kind of intellectual pursuit. The 
goal of the method wasn’t really to produce people who could 
speak the language, but to develop a student’s analytical skills 
as they tried to make sense of the foreign language and turn it 
into something they understood (i.e. their mother tongue). But, 
apart from the development of the Direct Method in language 
schools such as Berlitz during the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury, the grammar-translation method was all there was, and so 
generations of children learned languages by conjugating verbs 
and declining nouns, only to find that if they ever actually had to 
have a conversation with a native speaker, they were com-
pletely lost.

During the Second World War, the US army realized it was go-
ing to need to train lots of servicemen to speak foreign lan-
guages, particularly Japanese and German, and this led to the 
development of audio-lingualism. This method emphasized 

oral repetition and drilling of language structures, often using 
tape recordings in language labs. Audio-lingualism was based 
on behaviourist learning theory, which claimed that learning 
was all about the formation of habits through conditioning. The 
aim of audio-lingualism was for learners to correctly imitate 
native-like language. This meant that all errors had to be cor-
rected: after all, if learning was all about forming habits, then er-
rors left uncorrected could form the wrong habits. 

The first major challenge to audio-lingualism came in the 1950s 
from the linguist, Noam Chomsky, who argued against the rele-
vance of behaviourism to language learning; language learning, 
he argued, was not about imitation and habit-forming but a crea-
tive process governed by general rules of language that all hu-
mans are born with, something he called Universal Grammar. 
The ability to learn language was therefore something that was 
biologically endowed. In other words, human beings were wired 
up at birth to acquire language. Only this could explain how in-
fants, with their limited cognitive powers, managed to learn 
something as complex and abstract as language, and produce 
language that they could not possibly have heard, such as 
grammatically incorrect statements like ‘Yesterday, I goed to the 
zoo’. Language learning was clearly not as simple as imitating 
and seemed to be something internal to the learner, and so lin-
guists started to look at the cognitive processes behind lan-
guage learning. Nevertheless, grammar-translation and audio-
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lingualism remained the dominant and most influential language 
teaching strategies in the classroom.

It wasn’t until the 1970s that second language acquisition be-
came a field of academic research in its own right. One of the 
most influential early works was published by Larry Selinker, 
whose book, Interlanguage, suggested that learner language 
was a language system independent of both the first language 
and the second language that was being learned. This repre-
sented a seismic shift from behaviourism because it meant that 
the language a learner produced was not a defective, error-
strewn version of the second language but a systematic lan-
guage system in its own right, and that a second language was 
created internally, not imitated. Research into the order that 
learners acquired grammatical structures and into the errors 
that learners made suggested that learning a second language 
was not as heavily influenced by a first language as had previ-
ously been thought, giving more support to the idea of interlan-
guage.

During the 1980s, communicative teaching approaches 
started to displace grammar-translation and audio-lingualism in 
the classroom, although this was largely independent of any-
thing second language research was saying. The assumption 
behind communicative approaches was that students should 
practice in the classroom what they intended to do with the lan-
guage in the real world. The 1980s also saw greater emphasis 

on the need for language input, something influenced by Ste-
phen Krashen, whose Input Hypothesis argued that a second 
language could be acquired through input alone.

Since the late 1980s, a variety of sociocultural, cognitive and lin-
guistic theories have been developed that cast greater light on 
how second languages are learned, and in the last ten years, 
the ideas of Complexity Theory have been applied to second 
language learning. This means that today, second language ac-
quisition is a very diverse and interdisciplinary field, with differ-
ent people looking at SLA from different perspectives and com-
ing up with different conclusions. Nevertheless, despite lots of 
new ideas, the old ideas still have some influence, albeit as ech-
oes. Many language teachers feel the need to correct every-
thing, an idea that came from audio-lingualism. And despite re-
search showing that input alone is not sufficient for language 
learning, Krashen’s ideas still hold a lot of influence.

In the pages that follow I have tried to pick out those that are 
most useful for teachers teaching English Language Learners 
(ELLs) in international schools, either as a way of informing 
teaching practice or as a way of casting light on what might be 
going on inside the learner’s head. And one of the most enlight-
ening ways to achieve the latter is by understanding the notion 
of interlanguage.



1 Interlanguage is the 
language learner’s mental 
representation of the 
second language. 
Understanding 
interlanguage helps 
teachers understand 
language learning from the 
learner’s perspective.

Interlanguage



Key Points

1. The learner’s mental representation of the target 
language

2. A language system independent of both the L1 
and the L2
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Interlanguage is a very good way of trying to see language 
learning from the learner’s point-of-view. Interlanguage is basi-
cally how the learner understands the target language. 

Interlanguage is the language learner’s own mental repre-
sentation of the language they are trying to learn (the tar-
get language). It is basically the learner’s best guess as to how 
they think the target language works, largely based on input 
from the second language, but supplemented by information 
from their mother tongue, any other languages they might know 
and by their knowledge of language in general (metalinguistic 
knowledge). It’s what learners draw on when speaking or writ-
ing the L2. The term was first coined by Larry Selinker in 1972 
and is now the basic assumption behind much research into 
second language learning.

Interlanguage is a language system in its own right, inde-
pendent of both the target language and the learner’s 
mother tongue, driven its own learner-created rules which 
may, or may not, be the same as the target language. This 
means that learner errors are not wild or haphazard, but system-
atic. This implies that a learner’s interlanguage shouldn’t be 
seen as a defective, deviant or impoverished version of the tar-
get language that needs constant correction, but as a language 
system that needs nurturing. It’s a glass-half-full way of looking 
at learner language.

Section 1

Interlanguage
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Creative
If interlanguage is based on learner-created rules, it means that 
learners are not passively soaking up language, but are actively 
engaged in a creative process of trying to make sense of the 
second language, a process sees them building a language sys-
tem in their own heads often in response to their own communi-
cative needs.

Dynamic and non-linear
Interlanguage is a dynamic language system: it is in a continual 
state of change, because as learners gain more insight into the 
second language, through reading, listening, conversation or 
feedback, they restructure their interlanguage accordingly. This 
restructuring makes interlanguage more co-ordinated, efficient 
and automatic, and usually more like the target language. How-
ever, interlanguage development is not a simple linear progres-
sion towards the target language; sometimes restructuring may 
lead to what is called ‘U-shaped development’ where a learner 
moves from a correct form to an incorrect form before, hope-
fully, returning to a correct form. For example, learners may 
start using ‘he ate’ for the past simple of ‘to eat’ but upon learn-
ing that we use ‘ed’ endings to indicate the past simple of regu-
lar verbs, interlanguage restructuring may throw up language 
like ‘he eated’, before more information enables the learner to 
correct themselves. Furthermore, interlanguage development 
can happen in rapid bursts, where a small amount of feedback 

may have a large effect, but at times there may be periods of 
very little change. Selinker suggested that interlanguage devel-
opment was best seen as shifts from ‘stable plateau’ to ‘stable 
plateau’.

Predictable
To an extent, interlanguage development is predictable. 
Some language items develop in predictable stages, such as in 
the use of negation in this example:

Learners are unlikely to leap from ‘no drink milk’ to ‘I don’t drink 
milk’, even if taught it (much to the chagrin of many an English 
language teacher).
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The starting point
The starting point of a learner’s interlanguage is much debated, 
but it is certainly not a blank slate. The most widely held view is 
that learners will start by applying the rules of their L1 to the L2; 
they might do this fully aware that this won’t work a lot of the 
time, especially if they have tried to learn other languages, but 
until they have something else to go on it’s a good fallback posi-
tion to take. Essentially, this means ELLs need to replace L1 
language features with the L2. However, the extent of L1 influ-
ence is hotly debated.

The finishing point
The goal of second language teaching is usually to get the 
learner to the target language. However in reality, this hardly 
ever happens. Selinker estimated that 95% of L2 learners were 
at an interlanguage stage in their L2 development; in other 
words, only 5% of L2 learners ever make it to native-like profi-
ciency. Selinker coined the term fossilization to describe 
learner language which had halted at an interlanguage stage, a 
term which sounds negative but which is actually quite normal: 
many learners simply do not need to reach native-like profi-
ciency.

Language learning is a process
Interlanguage views language learning as a process, but a lot 
of language teaching tends to treat language as a product that 

needs to be transmitted to learners, usually in bite-sized ‘Lan-
guage McNuggets’ like the third conditional or animal vocabu-
lary. Scott Thornbury compares these process and product-
oriented approaches by making an analogy between making an 
omelette and learning a language: an omelette is the product of 
a process (beating and frying eggs); similarly, writing a sen-
tence is the product of a learning process:

“Yet a basic assumption behind a great deal of language teaching 
is [that] if you teach the product, the process will take care of itself. 
‘This is an omelette. I cut it in bits. You can see what it looks like 
from the inside. OK. Are you ready? Now make one!’…The lan-
guage teaching equivalent is: I, the teacher, will cut the language 
into lots of little pieces – called grammar – so that you, the learner, 
will be able to reassemble them in real communication.”

Scott Thornbury, Uncovering Grammar, page 2

In reality, language learners don’t simply stick the pieces of lan-
guage together in order to communicate; their language produc-
tion skills are actually the result of a complex, dynamic and crea-
tive process. This suggests that the aim of English language 
teaching should not be to transmit the language in the expecta-
tion that learners will reproduce it immediately, but to provide op-
portunities for learner interlanguage to develop into a state as 
close as possible to native-like English. This is essentially what 
the rest of this book is all about.
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The next section deals with six big ideas about how interlan-
guage development happens and how it can be facilitated. The 
ideas tend to take different perspectives on language learning 
(cognitive, linguistic and sociocultural) but all cast light on the 
language learning process in a way that is helpful to teachers. 
They are:

Connectionism

Information Processing

The Input Hypothesis

The Noticing Hypothesis

The Output Hypothesis

The Interaction Hypothesis

These will allow us to consider (in section three) what is impor-
tant in the classroom.



2 These are my six big ideas. 
I’ve chosen them because I 
think they’re among the 
most useful for teachers. 

All feed into the notion of 
interlanguage development 
- i.e. language learning as a 
process.

Six Big Ideas of 
SLA



Key Points

1. Learning a second language involves making 
connections between language items that 
frequently co-occur

2. Learners learn grammar by extracting patterns in 
language input, not by learning grammatical rules

3. The patterns may seem ‘rule-like’, but actually it’s 
the rules that are ‘pattern-like’

4. It means learners need to be exposed to lots of 
language input
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Many cognitive psychologists argue that learners learn a sec-
ond language, not by learning ‘rules’ but by making associa-
tions between language items that frequently occur together.  
For example, present simple verbs preceded with ‘she’ usually 
have an ‘s’ on the end: 

she smokes

she screams

she eats

Connectionism argues that if a learner notices that these items 
frequently co-occur, they will make a neural connection be-
tween ‘she’ and the ‘s’ ending in the present simple tense. Simi-
larly, a learner may notice the following pattern:

If the pattern is noticed, 
then associations will be 
made between verbs that 
end ‘ing’ or ‘ink’ with the 
past simple endings ‘ang’ 
and ‘ank’. Given this infor-
mation, this means that 
when a learner is con-

fronted with the verb ‘spring’ they should deduce that the past 
simple form is more likely to be ‘sprang’ rather than ‘springed’. 
Of course, they could also deduce from this pattern that the 

BIG IDEA #1

Connectionism
(or pattern-spotting)

Present Simple Past Simple

sing sang

ring rang

drink drank

sink sank
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past simple of ‘think’ is ‘thank’, so it doesn’t always work (but 
may help to explain some learner errors).

Since the strength of these connections depends on the fre-
quency that these language items co-occur in language input, 
learners need to be exposed to lots of language input and, 
when the opportunity arises, to have explicit attention drawn to 
certain patterns (what’s known as a focus on form, which is de-
scribed later). The important thing to understand is that connec-
tionism is based on the idea that learners learn grammar by 
extracting patterns in language input, not by learning gram-
matical rules. It’s a bottom-up approach, not a top-down one: 
from the learner’s perspective, grammar slowly emerges from 
language. These patterns might seem ‘rule-like’ - ‘you put an s 
on the end of third person singular present tense verbs’ - but 
only because grammar rules are based on patterns that occur 
naturally in the English language; it’s the rules that are ‘pattern-
like’. 

Humans are, of course, natural pattern spotters. It helps us re-
member faces (if not names) and helped our ancestors use the 
stars for navigation. It also leads us to see faces in nacho chips 
and in rocks on Mars. And it helps us see patterns in language. 
But they’re patterns, not rules.  Language coursebooks like to 
provide learners with written descriptions of these patterns. The 
trouble is, they tend to call them rules. 

This is not to say that explicit teacher of grammar isn’t useful: it 
can help draw attention to language forms but it isn’t the source 
of language learning. Grammar is a by-product of communica-
tion, not a prerequisite. And one of the reasons why grammar 
rules are inadequate for second language learning is because 
of the limitations of our working memory, the effects of which 
are explained by information processing models.



Key Points

1. Learning a language is basically the same as 
learning any skill

2. Language learning is fundamentally about 
moving from conscious to automatic processing

3. Only a limited amount of language can be 
consciously processed because of the limitations 
of working memory

4. The more meaning a language item conveys, the 
more likely it is to be processed

5. A key role of the language teacher is to reduce 
the cognitive burden on learners
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The information processing model essentially takes the view 
that learning a language is no different from learning other 
knowledge and skills, such as learning to drive a car or play-
ing tennis. Learning is learning. (While most linguists take this 
‘cognitive’ view, it differs from approaches to SLA which argue 
that the brain contains a dedicated ‘language acquisition de-
vice’, meaning that learning a language takes place in a differ-
ent part of the brain from other skills.)

Automacity
One of the most important ideas underpinning information proc-
essing is that of automacity, that learning a language is essen-
tially about shifting language knowledge from conscious to auto-
matic processing so that learners no longer need to think about, 
for example, adding an ‘s’ to the end of ‘girl’ to make the word 
plural. They do it without thinking.

The crucial end product of much teaching is that students should 
know language in an unconscious sense. 

Professor Vivian Cook, Newcastle University

The need for automacity means that simply knowing grammati-
cal rules and memorizing lists of vocabulary won’t be enough. 
Applying rules when speaking or writing requires conscious 
thought, but fluent speech and writing demands that you can 

BIG IDEA #2

Information 
Processing
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produce language structures and the vast majority of words 
without thinking. Knowing about language is not the same 
thing as being able to use it. 

So how do we shift learners to automacity? Essentially, the 
same way we learn to drive a car and play tennis: lots of prac-
tice doing the things we are aiming to do. We learn to drive a 
car by driving a car, we learn to play tennis by playing tennis, 
and we learn to communicate in English by communicating in 
English. Of course, drivers need instructors, tennis players 
need coaches and language learners need language teachers 
to provide appropriate challenges, advice and feedback, but 
shifting English language learners to automatic production basi-
cally means giving them lots of opportunities for communica-
tion.

Understanding that language learning involves a shift from con-
scious to automatic processing also helps us to understand why 
learners make errors saying something in conversation that 
they have just been taught:  the language simply hasn’t become 
automatic. In the lesson they may have been consciously proc-
essing the language item, but real-time conversation requires a 
lot of automatic processing.

The limitations of working memory
The reason why language needs to become automatic is be-
cause the learner is limited in the amount of information they 

can consciously process at any one time. Native speakers can 
produce almost all their language automatically, although they 
may sometimes have to pause and think of the right words to 
express something. Novice learners of English have to produce 
almost everything consciously, and there is only so much of this 
that can be done because of the limitations of working memory.

In 1956, George Miller of Princeton University suggested that 
working memory was limited to between 5 and 9 chunks of in-
formation, and less for young children. To produce even a sim-
ple sentence like, ‘my name is Mary’, the novice learner not 
only has to know the words, but how to put them in the correct 
order and how to pronounce them reasonably clearly, all at 
roughly the same time. (Actually, to circumvent the limitations of 
working memory, novice learners often learn and produce many 
simple phrases and sentences as a single chunk rather than as 
separate words.) 

Input Processing
Because working memory is so limited, the learner has to be se-
lective in what they take in from language input, a process, de-
scribed by Bill VanPatten, called Input Processing. 
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“Learners can do only so much in their working memory before at-
tentional resources are depleted and working memory is forced to 
dump information to make room for more (incoming) information.” 

Bill VanPatten

Since language is ultimately about the communication of mean-
ing, learners will focus their limited attentional resources on lan-
guage items that support meaning. But some language items 
convey more meaning than others. Compare these two sen-
tences:

The girl kick the boy.

The girl kicks the boy.

We know that the first sentence is grammatically incorrect, but 
we can still understand the meaning of the sentence. The third 
person singular ‘s’ doesn’t convey any meaning at all and the 
article ‘the’ only has a slight effect on meaning, so learners can 
ignore it if they need to and concentrate on more meaningful 
words like ‘girl, ‘kick’ and ‘boy instead. This might explain why 
many English language learners have trouble using articles and 
the third person singular ‘s’, and will often produce a sentence 
like:

Girl kick boy.

But now compare these two sentences:

The girl kicked the boy.

The girls kicked the boy.

The plural ‘s’ changes the meaning of the sentence. In the first 
sentence, it’s just one girl kicking the boy, but in the second it’s 
a whole bunch laying into him. Because the plural ‘s’ has mean-
ing attached to it (unlike the third person singular ‘s’), it is much 
more likely to be noticed and used by the learner. Similarly, in 
the sentence

Yesterday we travelled to the USA by plane

two language items tell us that the event happened in the past: 
‘yesterday’ and the ‘ed’ morpheme at the end of ‘travelled’. But 
studies show that learners are more likely to work out that the 
event happened in the past from ‘yesterday’, meaning they can 
ignore the ‘ed’ ending entirely. Similarly, the prepositions ‘to’, 
‘with’ and ‘by’ aren’t vital for understanding the sentence, nor, 
again, is ‘the’ so the language learners are likely to pay atten-
tion to in the input are:

Yesterday we travel USA plane.

And if that’s all learners notice in the input, that’s all they will 
take in, and if that’s all they take in, that’s all they will have to 
draw on when speaking and writing. So while learners might be 
able to comprehend a lot of language input, their language out-
put may be far from accurate because the more formal proper-
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ties of language - the syntax, morphemes and ‘small bits’ of lan-
guage that add subtlety and clarity to meaning - haven’t been 
taken in.

How to help learners acquire these formal properties of lan-
guage is therefore one of the basic challenges facing the Eng-
lish language teacher. Because this challenge stems from the 
limitations of working memory, one of the teacher’s key roles is 
be to reduce the cognitive burden on learners, such as by 
pre-teaching vocabulary, by linking learning to pre-existing 
knowledge and by repeating tasks.



Key Points

1. Stephen Krashen’s input hypothesis argued that 
language could be acquired through 
comprehensible input

2. Today, most linguists argue that while input is 
essential, it is not enough
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The Input Hypothesis
In 1983, Stephen Krashen and Tracy Terrell published a book 
called ‘The Natural Approach’. The basic idea behind the Natu-
ral Approach was that language was acquired through input 
alone. But not any input: it had to be comprehensible input, at 
a level just above a learner’s current state of proficiency, or i+1 
as Krashen put it. He argued that as long as a learner’s ‘affec-
tive filter’ was low (e.g. a learner felt at ease in the classroom), 
all that was needed for language acquisition to happen was 
comprehensible input.

The Input Hypothesis was an important development in the 
study of SLA, coming at a time when audio-lingualism was start-
ing to be challenged by communicative approaches. What 
Krashen was arguing was that second languages could be 
learned in the same way as children learned their first lan-
guage, and his ideas provided communicative approaches with 
some kind of theoretical underpinning. His theory became very 
influential during the 1980s and it remains influential today, but 
it has come in for widespread criticism. It is certainly the case 
that input is essential. L2 input is the major source of informa-
tion for interlanguage development and connectionism places 
an even greater emphasis on the need for large amounts of in-
put. But linguists now argue that while input is essential for sec-
ond language learning, it is not enough. Other things are 
needed, particularly noticing, output and interaction.

BIG IDEA #3

The Input 
Hypothesis



Key Points

1. For a language item to become intake, it needs to 
be noticed

2. Noticing involves being consciously aware of a 
language form

3. Explicit instruction may have a priming effect

4. Noticing is related to the frequency a language 
item occurs in intput

18

One of the reasons why input alone is not sufficient for a sec-
ond language to be learned is because input is not the same 
thing as intake. As we’ve seen with information processing, 
learners can’t notice everything in the input; a lot of language 
simply gets ignored. In order for a language item to shift from 
input to intake, it needs to be noticed by the learner.

Richard Schmidt’s Noticing Hypothesis
The importance of noticing in SLA was first described by the lin-
guist, Richard Schmidt, then of the University of Hawaii. 
Schmidt was taking an extended trip to Brazil in the late 1980s 
and decided to learn Portuguese while he was there. As a lin-
guist, he felt it might be interesting to study his own language 
learning experience and so he kept a journal recording his pro-
gress, along with recordings of his own conversations with Por-
tuguese speakers. Twenty-one weeks into the study he realized 
that he was suddenly noticing the long question form in Portu-
guese; this form had been taught in class some time before, but 
he had never been aware of it and had started to assume that it 
was “just another classroom fiction.” However, when he listened 
to the tapes of his conversations, he realized that the Brazilians 
had been using the form frequently. In other words, this form 
had always been in the input, but it took him twenty-one weeks 
to notice it. Input had now become intake and he was able to 
use this question form in his own speech. He also found a close 

BIG IDEA #4

The Noticing 
Hypothesis
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correlation between his own journal record of what he had no-
ticed in conversation and the language he was using himself.

Schmidt therefore argued that noticing is a necessary step in 
the process of language learning and that it involves being 
consciously aware of a language form. When he published 
his paper in 1990, this was a revolutionary claim: SLA thinking 
was, at that time, heavily influenced by the ideas of Noam 
Chomsky and Stephen Krashen, who argued that language 
learning was entirely unconscious, leading to the commonly 
held view that a second language was, in effect, ‘soaked up’ by 
the learner.

The Noticing Hypothesis implies that one of the main tasks of a 
language teacher is to encourage learners to notice lan-
guage forms. Schmidt suggested a number of things that facili-
tate noticing:

• Although it may not immediately effect the learning of a lan-
guage form, explicit instruction may have a priming ef-
fect: it makes noticing the language form in input more likely 
at a later time.

• The more frequent a language item is found in input, the 
more likely it is that it will be noticed. This thinking has led to 
the use of input enhancement: texts written so that a particu-
lar language item occurs many times.

• Noticing new language forms probably depends on other 
ones having become automatic.



Key Points

1. Merrill Swain found that non-native speakers 
language production skills lagged far behind 
their language comprehension skills

2. Swain found that students had few opportunities 
to produce language

3. Output involves a shift from semantic to 
syntactic processing of language

4. Output pushes language development
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Merrill Swain’s Studies in Canada
At around the same time as Schmidt was publishing his ideas 
on noticing, a professor at the Ontario Institute for Studies in 
Education, Merrill Swain, was investigating the language profi-
ciency of children studying at French immersion schools in Can-
ada. These were schools in which children, including both na-
tive and non-native speakers of French, were taught solely in 
French from grade 1, with English gradually introduced from 
grade 3. Swain compared the achievement of non-native speak-
ers of French with native speakers in grade 6 and found that, 
while non-native speakers were achieving age-appropriate 
grades across the curriculum and had close to native-like com-
prehension levels in reading and listening, they were speaking 
and writing French that was far from native-like: they used a lim-
ited range of vocabulary, didn’t use language structures that na-
tive speakers used, and made frequent errors in morphology 
and syntax. In other words, their language production skills 
were far behind their ability to comprehend language input.

Swain investigated classroom practice to see if this explained 
the reason for the difference between input and output profi-
ciency. She found that teachers were providing lots of language 
input, but students were not expected to produce much output: 
for example in whole class discussions, almost half of student 
turns were limited to just one or two words and only 14% of stu-
dent turns were longer than a clause. Students simply weren’t 

BIG IDEA #5

The Output 
Hypothesis
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getting enough opportunities to speak French. Language input 
also tended to be simplified, so students weren’t being exposed 
to more advanced language forms (she gave an example of a 
history lesson in which the input used the present tense rather 
than the past). Teachers also tended to accept grammatically 
incorrect but understandable responses from students: only 
19% of grammatical errors were corrected. Overall, there 
seemed to be an assumption that children would simply pick up 
the language by being exposed to input, in line with Krashen’s 
argument. But, like Schmidt, Swain argued that input alone 
wasn’t enough. 

Semantic and Syntactic Processing
Swain argued that the reason why input alone was insufficient 
was because input only involved understanding meaning – 
something she called semantic processing (semantics is the 
study of meaning). As with the information processing model de-
scribed above, an English language learner reading the sen-
tence:

That black dog has just bitten the young girl on the leg.

only really needs to process the words:

dog…bit…girl…leg

to get the gist of what has been said. But as we saw with the no-
ticing hypothesis, only language that is noticed becomes intake, 

and only intake can be used in output. So input alone, because 
of the limitations of working memory, means that learners may 
produce inaccurate language forms and may fail to develop the 
ability to produce more advanced language structures. 

Swain argued that to produce more accurate grammar, what lan-
guage learners needed were more opportunities to produce 
language. She argued that output involves a shift from se-
mantic processing of language to syntactic processing 
(syntax involves things like word order and noun-verb agree-
ment). 

The Role of Output
In effect, output pushes language development because:

• output forces learners to notice correct language forms

• output makes learners notice and fill holes in their interlan-
guage (e.g. when they can’t say what they want to say be-
cause they don’t have the words)

• output pushes language learners to extend their use of vo-
cabulary by making it more precise

• output also provides learners with the opportunity to gain feed-
back, enabling them to notice problems in their interlanguage.

Linguists who regard language learning as the development of 
a skill argue that output is necessary because it’s how we prac-
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tice our language skills, but Swain went further, arguing that out-
put isn’t simply a way of practising language, it’s a way of learn-
ing language.

It is possible to comprehend input…without a syntactic analysis of 
that input. This could explain the phenomenon of individuals who 
can understand a language and yet can only produce limited utter-
ances in it. They have just never gotten to a syntactic analysis of 
the language because there has been no demand on them to pro-
duce the language. The claim, then, is that producing the target 
language may be the trigger that forces the learner to pay atten-
tion to the means of expression needed in order to successfully 
convey his or her own intended meaning.

Merrill Swain

Together, Schmidt and Swain laid the claim that input alone 
wasn’t enough. Noticing and output were also needed.



Key Points

1. The interaction hypothesis takes a sociocultural 
view of language learning

2. Communication difficulties lead to a negotiation 
of meaning which facilitates comprehension

3. Negotiation of meaning involves confirmation 
checks, comprehension checks and clarification 
requests

4. Negotiation of meaning generates feedback to 
the learner

5. Interaction involves input, noticing and output
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A Sociocultural Perspective
Much of what has been looked at so far comes from a cognitive 
perspective of second language learning, which essentially tries 
to work out what’s going on inside the language learner’s brain. 
Another way of looking at language learning is to view it from a 
sociocultural perspective, which takes the view that learners 
don’t learn in a vacuum (like a lone scientist) but through so-
cial interactions which enable the learner to internalize the 
skills and knowledge being used by the group. From a socio-
cultural perspective, all learning is best done with other people. 

One of the researchers who first stressed the importance of in-
teraction in language learning was the British academic, Mi-
chael Long. For his PhD at the University of California in the 
1980s, he conducted research into how native and non-native 
speakers of English overcame communication difficulties. Pair-
ing up native speakers and non-native speakers of English, he 
asked them to engage in face-to-face oral tasks, such as giving 
instructions for games, playing games or informal conversation. 
Long found that when there were communication difficulties, the 
pairs would enter into a ‘negotiation of meaning’ until commu-
nication was achieved. In this negotiation of meaning, native 
speakers would typically modify their speech to a point where 
the non-native speaker could understand it, a bit like the way 
parents modify their speech when speaking to infant children. 
Long, who largely agreed with Krashen’s input hypothesis, ar-

BIG IDEA #6

The Interaction 
Hypothesis
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gued that because negotiation of meaning resulted in modified 
input, it produced comprehensible input (Krashen’s i+1).  

Long identified several strategies typically used during this ne-
gotiation of meaning. These included:

•" confirmation checks: when one speaker sought confirma-
tion of the other’s utterance by repeating what they had just 
said, or through rising intonation.

•" comprehension checks: when one speaker – usually the 
more expert learner or native speaker - checks if the other has 
understood (e.g. ‘do you understand?).

•" clarification requests: when one speaker – usually the 
novice learner - asks the other for help in understanding (e.g. 
‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand’).

These three strategies, which Long suggested occurred nor-
mally during conversation, either acted as, or generated, imme-
diate feedback to the language learner and this, Long argued, 
pushed the learner to notice something about the language he 
was using.

The interesting thing about conversational interaction is that it 
involves input, noticing and output, the three important cogni-
tive ideas described above. Interaction provides a meaningful 
context within which input, noticing and output can operate: we 
have, in effect, cognitive processes operating within a socio-

cultural context. The importance of interaction can therefore 
not be underestimated: it could be seen as the medium through 
which second languages are learned.



3 What are the implications 
that these ideas have for 
the classroom?

From Theory to 
Practice



Key Points

1. Traditional classroom interaction means students 
don’t get to talk much

2. Collaborative group work encourages interaction

3. Collaborative group work encourages learner 
output

4. Group work is most effective when there is an 
information gap between participants

5. Three types of group work: text reconstruction, 
information gap and sorting activities
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Traditional classroom instruction depends a great deal on what 
is called I-R-F interaction. In an I-R-F interaction, the teacher 
initiates the interaction (I), usually with a question, the students 
respond (R), and the teacher provides feedback (F). A typical I-
R-F interaction might go something like this: 

Teacher" :" Why did the Spanish land in Mexico?

Student" :" Gold.

Teacher" :" Yes, well done, they wanted to capture the gold.

There’s not much student output here! In I-R-F interaction, it’s 
the teacher who gets to talk more and who also gets more 
turns. And the teacher and student are unequal participants: the 
teacher gets to ask the question and also (usually!) knows the 
answer. It’s also very difficult for children to interrupt the flow of 
a lesson to voice an ‘I don’t understand’.  

But in small groups, the participants are more or less equal. 
Some may be more knowledgeable or more articulate than oth-
ers, but all participants have an equal right to understand and to 
be understood. And SLA research has found that group work in-
creases both the quantity and quality of language produced by 
students. Not only do students get more opportunities to en-
gage in extended stretches of discourse than they do in 
teacher-led, whole class interactions, but they get to use a 
wider variety of discourse types: in group work, students have 

Section 1

Collaborative 
Group Work
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more opportunities to agree and disagree, to question and clar-
ify, to summarize and infer. 

Collaborative group work is therefore a practical extension of 
Swain’s output hypothesis: collaborative group work encour-
ages learner output. And research has also shown that group 
work increases the opportunity for the kinds of negotiation of 
meaning described by Long in his interaction hypothesis. Inter-
estingly, these types of interaction seem to work better when 
the participants are non-native speakers of varying proficiency 
levels, rather than when they include native speakers: non-
native speakers tend to talk more with other non-native speak-
ers than they do with native speakers and the ‘conversational 
repair’ that results from the interactions are as effective as 
when native speakers are involved. In other words, non-native 
speakers rarely miscorrect another non-native speaker.

Research also suggests that group work is most effective when 
all participants have information that the others need in order 
for the successful completion of a task: a two-way information 
exchange. To put it another away, the most successful group 
work occurs when there is an information gap between partici-
pants, meaning all participants have ‘something to bargain 
with’. 

In order to make the most of group work, the task itself must be 
clear and cognitively demanding: the kind of interaction we are 
talking about is not social chitchat while doing a task, but col-
laboration designed to solve a problem or carry out an investiga-
tion in which the main tool is language. This kind of talk stimu-
lates both content learning and language learning.

In group work, learners don’t acquire language knowledge in 
the traditional sense – getting it from the teacher; instead, they 
appropriate the language they need in order to complete the 
task. In other words, they learn language by using it.

One challenge with group work is the tendency of children shar-
ing the same L1 to interact in their L1 rather than in English, 
quite understandable if their focus is on a task rather than lan-
guage. One solution is, if possible, to ensure that each group 
contains a mix of L1s. Another is to ask groups to present their 
findings (either to the teacher, the whole class or another 
group) in English, meaning learners need to rehearse what they 
are going to say.

Group Work Activities
For ideas on content-based group work activities that also focus 
on language development, I can recommend two key sources: 
Firstly, the work of Pauline Gibbons, an Australian teacher and 
academic, and, secondly, the work of the British-based Collabo-
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rative Learning Project. Broadly speaking, their activities fit 
into three areas:

•" Text reconstruction, such as dictogloss, cloze activities 
and running dictation;

•" Information gap activities, such as spot the difference 
and jigsaw groups;

•" Sorting activities such as sequencing, grouping and 
matching activities.

Jigsaw Groups
One of the most effective deployments of group work is through 
the use of jigsaw groups (which Gibbons calls home-expert 
groups). Jigsaw groups can be used where a topic (e.g. Lon-
don) has a number of sub-topics that can be researched (e.g. 
London transport, famous Londoners, London football clubs, 
London landmarks). Each group researches a separate sub-
topic and each participant, by sharing information with the rest 
of the group, becomes an expert on that sub-topic. The expert 
groups are then split up with each member becoming a mem-
ber of a new group made up of experts in the other sub-topics. 
Each child then has to share their information with the others so 
that the group (or individuals in the group) can produce some-
thing (e.g. a report, a presentation, a booklet, a video or a blog) 
on all the sub-topics together. 



Key Points

1. Language form (grammar, syntax) needs to be 
attended to

2. A focus on form is a brief shift to language form 
within a meaning or content-based lesson

3. The content provides a context for the form

4. Focus on form activities include dictogloss and 
monster cloze
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SLA research, such as Merrill Swain’s, suggests that language 
form needs to be attended to if we are to get learners beyond 
what Scott Thornbury calls the ‘Me Tarzan You Jane’ stage of 
language development. The consensus now seems to be that a 
focus on language form is best carried out within a focus 
on language meaning, the aim of which is to encourage the no-
ticing of language forms.

[Research studies] provide support for the hypothesis that form-
focused instruction and corrective feedback within communicative 
and content-based second and foreign language programmes can 
help learners improve their knowledge and use of particular gram-
matical features.

Patsy Lightbown and Nina Spada, How Languages Are 
Learned

The term ‘focus on form’ was first coined by Michael Long, 
who contrasted the traditional grammar-based approach that 
had been common up until the 1950s with the communicative 
approach that had taken hold in the 1970s and 1980s. These 
two approaches he called a ‘focus on forms’ and a ‘focus on 
meaning’. A ‘focus on forms’ involved teaching language 
through discrete language items; a ‘focus on meaning’ empha-
sized input and communication and assumed that learners 
would simply ‘pick up’ a lot of the finer points of grammar. At the 
time Long was writing, research was starting to indicate that nei-

Section 2

A Focus on Form
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ther of these two approaches were effective at developing both 
grammatical accuracy and communicative competence. A focus 
on forms might lead to learners with excellent grammar who 
couldn’t speak English, while a focus on meaning might lead to 
fluent speakers and writers of English whose language was rid-
dled with grammatical errors (as Swain had found in Canada). 
So Long suggested a middle ground which he called a ‘focus 
on form’, essentially a shift to language form within a 
meaning-focused lesson, either to draw attention to a pre-
planned language feature or to provide corrective feedback 
when there were production or comprehension problems. Pau-
line Gibbons provides a powerful analogy for focus on form. 

Imagine yourself standing on a hillside looking out across a pano-
ramic view, with a pair of binoculars in your hand. In front of you 
are fields, mountains, and forests. In the far distance, you can 
glimpse the sea and a boat. Your first gaze is at the whole vista 
ahead of you, the overall view from where you are standing. But 
after a while, you use your binoculars to focus in on a particular 
part of the view, to hone in on a detail of the landscape. (You know 
how to locate this detail, where to train your binoculars, because 
you have already seen it as part of the whole.) When you have fin-
ished focusing on these details you will probably savor the whole 
panorama again, but this time with an enhanced sense of what is 
there.

Pauline Gibbons, Scaffolding Language Scaffolding Learning, 
page 133

A focus on form is a way of zooming in on some aspect of the 
language that is being used to communicate meaning, so that 
the meaning itself can be more accurately and precisely commu-
nicated. What the meaning does it to provide a context for the 
form. A lesson on mountain formation gives us a context to use 
and understand passive verbs (e.g. the Himalayas were formed 
by the collision of two tectonic plates). Doing a lesson on pas-
sive verbs in isolation of real meaning can be too abstract for 
many children.

Learners have one track minds: when they are focused on mean-
ing, they find it very difficult to focus on form. And yet, unless they 
focus on form, there is a danger that their capacity to restructure 
[their interlanguage] will close down. The great challenge of teach-
ing, then, is to set up activities which are essentially meaning-
focused, but within which a focus on form can be engineered…It is 
an enormously delicate balancing act. It is what makes teaching 
an art, not a science.

Scott Thornbury, Uncovering Grammar page 35

Focus on Form Activities
Many linguists and teachers see a focus on form as a brief 
switch from meaning to form, something that may mean a cou-
ple of minutes board work to explain a particular language form 
that is causing difficulty in comprehension or production. But 
some feel that focus on form activities need to be more in-
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volved. Scott Thornbury suggests that best focus on form activi-
ties are ones which raise awareness of how form affects mean-
ing, and suggests using ‘grammar interpretation activities’, 
for example the difference in meaning between:

Waiter, there’s chicken in my soup.

Waiter, there’s a chicken in my soup.

A particularly powerful focus on form activity is known as a Dic-
togloss. This is a text reconstruction activity in which the 
teacher will read out a short text at normal speed on content fa-
miliar to the students; the students have to write down key 
words from the text and then, first in pairs and then in groups, 
combine their key words and attempt to rewrite the text using 
their memories, content knowledge and language knowledge, 
something which tends to stimulate a great deal of discussion 
and negotiation about both meaning and form amongst the stu-
dents.

Another is the monster cloze, a hangman-like whole class ac-
tivity in which students must guess the words in a paragraph of 
text (as opposed to the letters in a word as in traditional hang-
man). Students will initially guess content words, but will eventu-
ally be faced with the often tricky task of guessing more form-
like words such as articles and prepositions.



Key Points

1. Negative feedback is an important element in 
supporting language learning

2. Feedback results from interaction and output

3. Feedback can be explicit or implicit

4. Implicit feedback includes recasts, confirmation 
checks, clarification requests, comprehension 
checks and elicitation

5. Research has shown that recasts are the most 
common form of teacher feedback but the least 
effective
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Feedback is the response that learners receive regarding the 
language they produce. It can be positive (e.g. ‘well done, you 
got that right’) or negative, which points out errors in learner 
language. Negative feedback is considered to be an important 
element in supporting language learning, and acts as a very 
short focus on form. The need for feedback to learners is a key 
reason behind the importance of interaction and output. Without 
interaction and output, there can be no feedback because there 
will be nothing to feed back on.

Feedback can take one of two forms: explicit or implicit. Ex-
plicit feedback, which is normally provided by a teacher (but 
doesn’t have to be) includes such things as direct correction of 
a mistake:

Student: I putted the filter paper in the funnel.

Teacher: No. You don’t say putted, you should say ‘put’.

This might include an element of metalinguistic information. 

Teacher: No. You don’t say putted, you should say ‘put’. It stays 
the same in the past. Just like ‘hit’.

Implicit feedback occurs during interaction and can take the 
form of recasts. In a recast, the teacher reformulates the stu-
dent’s utterance by providing the correct form in response to a 
child’s error. 

Section 3

Feedback
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Student: I putted the filter paper in the funnel.

Teacher: Ok, so you put the filter paper in the funnel.

The intention of a recast is that the child will notice the correc-
tion but the flow of communication can continue uninterrupted. 
Recasts can also function as confirmation checks.

Student: I putted the filter paper in the funnel.

Teacher: You put the filter paper in the funnel?

Student: Yes, I put it in the funnel.

Another type of feedback is prompts. Prompts can take the 
form of clarification requests, which indicates that the speaker 
has not been understood, comprehension checks and elicita-
tion. In elicitation, the teacher attempts to get the student to 
self correct, often by pausing at the appropriate moment:

Student: I putted the filter paper in the funnel.

Teacher: You……what?…the filter paper? You…?

although elicitation can sometimes be a bit like getting blood 
out of a stone! 

A major question in SLA is what kind of feedback works best. 
Two researchers, Roy Lyster and Leila Ranta, tried to find this 
out by looking at the frequency and effectiveness of feedback 

provided by four teachers in French immersion classrooms. 
They found out that recasts were by far the most common form 
of feedback given by teachers, accounting for 60% of all feed-
back. However, they also found recasts to be the least likely to 
lead to a child correcting themselves; they thought the reason 
for its ineffectiveness was because in content-based lessons, 
children were so focused on meaning that language form was 
ignored. Other studies have shown that when students are inter-
acting with other students, they are most likely to receive clarifi-
cation requests and confirmation checks, and these are more 
likely to lead to students correcting themselves. This gives fur-
ther backing to the importance of student-student interaction in 
the classroom.

The issue of feedback in SLA research is still rather sketchy, 
but research into the use of formative feedback in mainstream 
learning theory has suggested that feedback is most effective 
when students can act upon the feedback straight away. This 
means feedback needs to come during an activity, not after it. 
This could mean such strategies as allowing students the time 
to redraft writing, and many schools are now using ‘Talk for Writ-
ing’ approaches to enable students to prepare for written work 
by talking about it - and receiving feedback as they talk. 



4 A possible framework 
within which collaborative 
group work, a focus on 
form and feedback can 
operate is an inquiry-based 
approach to content 
learning

An Inquiry Based 
Approach



Key Points

1. An inquiry-based approach contextualizes 
content and language

2. Language and discourse need to be pushed from 
conversational language to academic language 
and from the contextualized to the 
decontextualized: the mode continuum

3. An inquiry-based sequence of lessons can 
include research, interpretation, presentation and 
reflection

4. Teacher-guided reporting helps to push language 
development
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One way of integrating all the elements described in the previ-
ous section is to develop content and language learning 
through a sequence of lessons which take an inquiry-based ap-
proach to learning. Collaborative group work sits naturally in an 
inquiry-based approach, and an extended sequence of lessons 
provides the time needed to push learner language to more ad-
vanced and more accurate academic discourse.

An inquiry-based approach can take the form of experiments in 
Science, field work in Geography, trips in History, observations, 
surveys, research using the Internet and books, and countless 
other areas. It can be very effective for all learners because it 
helps to contextualise content knowledge: actually seeing dino-
saur bones in a museum, making filter paper clean water in an 
experiment or exploring the Himalayas via Google Earth makes 
the content more personal and more real. But for the language 
learner, an inquiry-based approach has several additional ad-
vantages: the language demands (and the cognitive burden) 
are, initially, greatly reduced because the language used to de-
scribe and explain the content is likely to be done using every-
day, conversational language: 'hey, look at that', 'it looks like 
a...', 'the sand is stuck inside the paper'. This context-
embedded language provides a solid base from which lan-
guage can be shifted to the more academic, decontextualized 
language needed for academic success: 'the tiny perforations in 
filter paper allow clean water to run through', 'ferrous metals are 

An Inquiry Based 
Approach
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attracted to magnets', 'the Himalayas were formed as a result of 
folding' and so on. 

This language shift takes place in several ways:

Pauline Gibbons calls this a mode continuum, and gives an ex-
ample of how learner language shifted when children were en-
gaged in an inquiry-based sequence of lessons in which they 
had to find out which materials were magnetic. Initially, children 
were engaged in an experiment and could see the objects and 
actions they were talking about, so produced language like:

“Look, it's making them move.”

when using magnets with pins. Later in the sequence, children 
were put in pairs and had to tell another child about the experi-
ment. The other child had not seen the experiment, nor were 
the objects there, so there was a greater distance between the 
experiment and the audience.

“We found out the pins stuck on the magnet and so did the iron fil-
ings. Then we tried the pencil but it didn't stick.”

Later in the sequence of lessons, children produced a written 
description of the experiment. The text was distanced even fur-
ther from the experiment because the audience was unseen 
and no shared experience could be assumed by the writer.

“Our experiment was to find out what a magnet attracted. We dis-
covered that a magnet attracts some kind of metal. It attracted the 

iron filings and the pins but not the pencil.”
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Taking it even further, Gibbons provided an example of a text 
about magnetism from a children's science encyclopaedia. It, of 
course, made no mention of the experiment, so the text is en-
tirely abstract, and the audience is unseen.

“A magnet is a piece of metal that is surrounded by an invisible 
field of force which affects any magnetic material within 

it...magnetic attraction occurs only between ferrous metals.”

(Adapted from Pauline Gibbons, English Learners, Academic 
Literacy and Thinking, page 48)

What this sequence exemplifies is how the language demands 
shift as the distance between the audience and the experiment 
increase until the text is not referring to an experiment at all, but 
to general principles of magnetism. This shift also carries with it 
a greater demand for grammatical accuracy: talking to a friend 
about a dinosaur bone that's right in front of both of you doesn't 
require much grammar; writing about the bone for someone 
who's never seen one demands far greater language accuracy. 
Scott Thornbury argues that the greater the social or contextual 
distance between writer and reader, the greater the need for 
grammar, because grammar makes language clearer and more 
precise - what Merrill Swain called syntactic processing.

Jim Cummins, a Canadian academic, summarised this shift in 
discourse as taking place on two dimensions: the extent to 
which learning is context-embedded and the extent to which 

learning is cognitively demanding. Learning that takes place in 
quadrant A will be context-embedded and cognitively unde-
manding. In other words, children don’t have to think too much 
and their work has a context. Academic success demands learn-
ing in quadrant D, where learning will be both cognitively de-
manding and much more abstract - things like the general princi-
ples of magnetism and the causes of war in general.

The task, then, of the classroom teacher is to push all learners 
along this mode continuum, shifting learner language from quad-
rant A to quadrant D.
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An Inquiry-Based Framework
A possible framework for an inquiry-based sequence of lessons 
was proposed by Gordon Wells, a framework that included four 
main phases:

In the research stage, children carry out the investigation in 
small groups; these investigations might be in the form of an in-
vestigation, experiment or research. In this stage, children’s lan-
guage is likely to be quite conversational, interpersonal and im-
precise, especially if they are carrying out a hands-on experi-
ment, when the imperative is likely to be used a lot to control ac-
tion (e.g. “look at that thing!”, “it sticks to the magnet”.) 

In the interpretation stage, the children begin to decide what 
the investigation told them. In other words, they start to think 
more abstractly and will make greater use of explanatory lan-
guage and connectives (e.g. so, because). The language 
should become more pertinent to the task.

In the presentation stage, children first prepare how they are 
going to present their research and interpretations to the rest of 
the class. Pauline Gibbons, who has adopted Wells’ framework, 
suggests the teacher could introduce language that would be 

useful in these presentations, so that students get the opportu-
nity to use the new language straight away. Then children do 
the actual presentation, something which involves what Gib-
bons called Teacher Guided Reporting.

In the reflection stage children are encouraged to think about 
what this all means, for example general principles of magnet-
ism, or the causes of the First World War. At this stage, children 
might write up their findings.

Teacher Guided Reporting
During the presentation and reflection stages, Gibbons sug-
gests a crucial role for what she calls teacher guided report-
ing (TGR). In TGR, the students are presenting their findings, 
but their understanding of content and their language use is sup-
ported and guided by the teacher, such as through the use of 
recasts. 

Student:" I thought that all coin will stick on magnet.

Teacher:" You thought all coins would be attracted to the mag-
net? Why?

Student:" Because all coin is metal.

Teacher:" They are all made of metal, yes. Were all the coins 
attracted to the magnet?

Student:" No.
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Teacher:" So…?

Student:" So…um…not all metal…metal objects…stick…

Teacher:" Not all metal objects are attracted to…

Student:" Not all metal objects are attracted to magnets.

In this example, the teacher is shifting the student’s language 
from their personal reaction to their experiment to general princi-
ples about metals and magnetism and, at the same time, mak-
ing language form more accurate and precise and language 
use more academic. At this point, the teacher might want to ex-
plain a language form more explicitly, such as the use of the 
passive ‘be attracted to’ and link this to other passive forms. In 
other words a brief focus on form. In effect, teacher talk is act-
ing as a bridge between the concrete and the abstract, between 
the personal and the general, between implicit understanding 
and explicit understanding, between conversational language 
and academic language, and so on. 

At the end of this sequence, students should now be in a posi-
tion to write up their inquiry and its findings using the precise 
academic language and more accurate grammar that the 
teacher has pushed the students toward. Essentially, content 
and language have been co-constructed by the teacher and stu-
dents engaged in an active dialogue, with the teacher ‘leading 
from behind’, pushing output towards the desired goal.

What Wells’ framework and Gibbon’s TGR means is that when 
planning for language development, it is not language that 
teachers need to sequence, but classroom discourse.



5
Further Reading
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Part of the purpose of this booklet was to give teachers faced 
with the challenge of teaching ELLs an insight into the world of 
SLA, something usually reserved for students doing Masters de-
grees in TESOL or the DELTA diploma. But this booklet just 
touches on the surface, so if you want to delve more deeply, a 
number of good introductory and high readable books are avail-
able. The three that stand out to me are: 

Introductory Texts
Vivian Cook, Second Language Learning and Language 
Teaching

Patsy Lightbown and Nina Spada, How Languages Are 
Learned

Bill VanPatten and Alessandro Benati, Key Terms in Sec-
ond Language Acquisition

These books are quite comprehensive but, due to the extensive 
nature of SLA, can only go so deep. Because they refer exten-
sively to SLA research and other books, you can then delve 
even deeper into areas like connectionism or the interaction hy-
pothesis, thereby mapping your own course through the world 
of SLA.

Pauline Gibbons and Scott Thornbury
These two writers, the former from Australia and the latter from 
New Zealand, approach language learning from different back-
grounds. Pauline Gibbons approaches language learning from 
the mainstream school context, while Scott Thornbury ap-
proaches language learning from the TEFL context. Their ideas 
dovetail beautifully.

Scaffolding Language Scaffolding Learning by Pauline Gib-
bons (Heinemann 2002) is a highly readable book which pro-
vides both the theoretical background and lots of practical ideas 
for classroom activities. 

Uncovering Grammar by Scott Thornbury (MacMillan 2005) 
is a superbly written and very enlightening book, a real breath 
of fresh air. This book takes an emergent perspective to gram-
mar, seeing the teacher’s role as not to ‘cover’ grammar (as in 
a syllabus) but to help language learners uncover the grammar. 
The book also includes lots of activities designed to raise stu-
dents’ awareness of what grammar does to language.
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English as a Foreign Language 
(EFL)
English is taught to a non-Anglophone speaker in a non-Anglophone country, such as 
a Spanish child at a school in Barcelona. The learner is not expected to use English on 
a daily basis outside the classroom.

Related Glossary Terms

Index

English as a Second Language (ESL), English as an Additional Language (EAL)

Find Term



English as a Second Language 
(ESL)
English is taught to a non-Anglophone speaker in an Anglophone country, such as a 
Spanish immigrant in London, or a Turkish child at an English-medium international 
school. The learner is expected to use English on a daily basis and in English-medium 
international schools, as the language of learning.

Related Glossary Terms

Index

English as a Foreign Language (EFL), English as an Additional Language (EAL)

Find Term



English as an Additional Language 
(EAL)
Basically, EAL is the same as ESL, but the term takes account of the fact that for many 
English language learners, English may be their third or fourth (and so on) language.

Actually, when linguists talk about a ‘second language’, they are talking about any lan-
guage that is learned in addition to your first language. In other words, people can 
have many second languages. It doesn’t really matter whether English is the second 
language you’ve learned or the fifteenth, it’s still a ‘second language’ because it’s not 
your first language (your mother tongue), and learning it follows a broadly similar proc-
ess. 

Precisely because of this, the academic field is called ‘Second Language Acquisition’, 
not ‘Additional Language Acquisition’. In my opinion, the term EAL just belies a lack of 
understanding of what the term ‘second language’ actually means.

Related Glossary Terms

Index

English as a Foreign Language (EFL), English as a Second Language (ESL)

Find Term



First Language (L1)
The language learner’s ‘mother tongue’, learned in the first few years of life.

Some children might have more than one first language, for example children who 
have parents who speak different languages in the home, or children who live in a mul-
tilingual culture, such as those in a community which speaks a tribal language as well 
as a regional lingua franca, such as Swahili in Kenya. Such a language learning proc-
ess is called simultaneous bilingualism. In actual practice, one first language is likely to 
dominate over another.

Related Glossary Terms

Index

Interlanguage, Mother Tongue (L1)

Find Term



Interlanguage
Interlanguage is the learner’s mental representation of the target language. It is best 
seen as a language system in its own right, independent of both the learner’s first lan-
guage and the language they are trying to learn (the target language).

Related Glossary Terms

Index

First Language (L1), Target Language (TL)

Find Term



Mother Tongue (L1)
(See First Language)

Related Glossary Terms

Index

First Language (L1)

Find Term



Second Language (L2)
Any language, used on a regular basis for communication, that is not your first lan-
guage. A Spanish-speaking expat to the USA speaks English as a second language. 
You can have lots of second languages!

The need to learn a second language has essentially arisen out of global migration. 

Related Glossary Terms

Index

Target Language (TL)

Find Term



Target Language (TL)
The target language is the language the learner is trying to learn. So for the English 
language learner, the target language is English. 

Related Glossary Terms

Index

Interlanguage, Second Language (L2)

Find Term


